Chinese postgraduate taught students' transitional experience in the UK: the role of social connections by Zhang, Jie
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Zhang, Jie (2020) Chinese postgraduate taught students' transitional 
experience in the UK: the role of social connections. PhD thesis. 
 
 
http://theses.gla.ac.uk/81509/ 
 
Copyright and moral rights for this work are retained by the author  
A copy can be downloaded for personal non-commercial research or study, 
without prior permission or charge  
This work cannot be reproduced or quoted extensively from without first 
obtaining permission in writing from the author  
The content must not be changed in any way or sold commercially in any 
format or medium without the formal permission of the author  
When referring to this work, full bibliographic details including the author, 
title, awarding institution and date of the thesis must be given 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Enlighten: Theses  
https://theses.gla.ac.uk/ 
research-enlighten@glasgow.ac.uk 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chinese Postgraduate Taught Students’ 
Transitional Experience in the UK: The Role of 
Social Connections 
 
 
 
Jie Zhang 
 
 
 
A Thesis Submitted in Fulfilment of the 
Requirements  
for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) 
 
School of Education 
College of Social Science 
University of Glasgow 
 
 
September 2019
 
 
 
 
 
   II 
 
 
Abstract 
The UK has been one of the most desired destinations among international students. Among 
them, the Chinese student cohort represents the largest group in the UK. While aiming to 
benefit from the high-quality scholarship and invaluable experience arising from 
international contexts, it is widely acknowledged how these international students likewise 
make significant financial, economic, academic and cultural contributions to the host 
country. Previous studies have examined different aspects of Chinese international students’ 
experience in the UK (e.g., motivation, learning strategies, social adjustment and 
participation and attainment), but in-depth and comprehensive investigations of the 
experiences of Chinese international students for the duration of a master’s programme are 
seemingly non-existent. This study has responded to recommendations from previous 
literature and studies that suggest future research in this area should consider employing a 
longitudinal design to examine international students’ adaptation process over time while 
focusing on one specific international student group (Smith & Khawaja, 2011; Zhang & 
Goodson, 2011). Therefore, the purpose of this research is to explore Chinese postgraduate 
taught (PGT) students’ transitional experience in the UK with two specific research 
questions: 1) how do Chinese postgraduate taught students adapt to a new academic and 
social culture during the transition process? and 2) how do their social connections influence 
their transitional experience in the UK?  
 
This investigation characterises qualitative longitudinal research. Thirty-four Chinese PGT 
students at a research-intensive Scottish University participated in this study. Two sets of 
semi-structured interviews with the use of visual method techniques, i.e., photo-elicitation 
and diagrammatic-elicitation were conducted at the beginning of and near the end of the one-
year master’s programme. With the phenomenological focus of this research investigation, 
an inductive approach, i.e., Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis was employed for the 
data analysis. The combination of the reflective and in-depth understanding from this 
longitudinal study offers distinctive and broad insights into Chinese international PGT 
students’ complex transitional experience in the UK. This features the intertwined academic, 
social, linguistic and psychological experiences as well as observed changes and reflections 
when initial and latter experiences are compared. By using Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
Needs as a theoretical lens, this study aims to offer useful conceptual contributions for a 
deeper understanding of the needs specific to Chinese PGT students and at the practical level, 
offer invaluable insights for how these needs from the beginning to the end of their 
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educational journeys can be addressed. Additionally, by adopting The Functional Model of 
Friendship Networks, the research findings present a comprehensive picture of their social 
connections – these connections become a vital component of their overall experience and, 
in turn, is linked to how their hierarchy of needs is subsequently met. Altogether, this 
research has endeavoured to address some of the important gaps when investigating Chinese 
PGT students’ experience in the UK by using a longitudinal approach combined with visual 
methods and the use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis in order to offer a complex, 
diverse and dynamic picture of Chinese PGT students’ experience in the UK. Such an 
understanding can serve as a catalyst for a greater appreciation of this specific international 
student group, but it can also provide some invaluable insights in understanding other similar 
groups. A greater and deeper understanding of international students is arguably 
indispensable for Higher Education Institutions’ strategies. This can play a major 
contributory role in their ongoing attempts to create better quality, more meaningful 
international student experiences. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction  
 
1.1 Overview 
This chapter presents my personal rationale (Section 1.2); that is, how my experience as a 
Chinese international postgraduate taught student formed the basis for this research. In this 
chapter, I also introduce the research’s context (Section 1.3), including international students 
globally, international students in the UK, Chinese international students in the UK and 
Chinese international students’ social connections in the UK. Next, the significance of 
research and the research questions are discussed (Section 1.4) followed by an outline of the 
structure of this thesis (Section 1.5).  
 
1.2 Personal Rationale: My Experience as a Chinese Postgraduate 
Taught Student in the UK 
I chose to study a postgraduate taught programme in the UK for a few reasons. The US, the 
UK and Hong Kong were popular destinations for postgraduate studies when I was 
considering studying overseas. I had previously been to the US to participate in a summer 
camp programme during high school  and Hong Kong is within China that was not an option 
for me as I wanted to experience independent living and explore different cultures; thus, I 
chose to study in the UK. There were some benefits to doing so, such as ease of application 
and the duration of the master’s course. Applying for a master’s programme in the UK 
requires undergraduate transcripts and an IELTS (International English Language Testing 
System) certificate, which is more straightforward than that the US which requires a GMAT 
(Graduate Management Admission Test) and GRE (Graduate Record Examinations). Also, 
my mother was glad to hear that studying a master’s degree in the UK only takes one year, 
which is shorter than a two year’s master’s in the US.  
 
My impressions about the UK before arrival were not at all the same as my feelings while 
in the UK. Before coming to the UK, I learned about the UK’s culture from films, TV series, 
music, English literature, and so on. The impressions I held were that the UK has many 
ancient, beautiful and mysterious buildings, such as castles, churches, universities and 
houses, and British people were polite, elegant and serious, like a royal family. When I got 
off the coach from airport to the university, I was disappointed that the architecture was not 
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very ancient and more disappointed when I saw the school building was very modern. 
Lecturers were surprisingly friendly and welcomed us warmly and were patient when we 
required help. 
 
I felt a little lost, at first, studying Human Resource Management. My undergraduate degree 
was in English, with a focus on translation and interpretation. I experienced some difficulties 
in understanding terms in the management field. I felt able to grasp the key concepts in class 
as long as I finished the required reading, but finishing a long reading list was a challenge to 
me. In terms of group discussions, there was almost “no discussion” if I sat with Chinese 
classmates who were struggling to understand questions and express ideas or were not 
motivated to answer the questions.  
 
Most of the lecturers spoke clearly, but one lecturer had a strong accent, so I required extra 
time to understand what he was saying. Printed handouts aided understanding of the key 
ideas. One of my flatmates, an Indian guy, had a strong accent, too, and to make it worse, he 
spoke very fast, almost without taking a breath. I was a little shocked and had to capture the 
keywords of his sentences. I didn’t understand what he was talking about, at first, but tried 
repeating his words to continue the conversation. He was very glad, saying I was the only 
flatmate who understood him.  
 
My primary social connection was fellow Chinese students, from my degree or other degrees 
in the management school. I only talked with non-Chinese classmates for academic purposes 
such as group discussions and asking lecturers academic questions. The only non-Chinese 
friends were my flatmates. I had three non-Chinese flatmates. They were all nice. We had 
dinners and went on trips to explore the UK. I also contacted my parents every day, so they 
knew I was safe in the UK. Maybe I was young and curious, I did not miss my family too 
much, instead, always considering where to travel in the UK or Europe.  
 
Before I could sit down and think about things, I had submitted my master’s dissertation and 
came straight to Glasgow for my PhD. One year was rather a short time to complete a 
master’s degree. Surely many things happened, but I always feel there were plenty of things 
to reflect and learn from. I have encountered various challenges and I seemed to overcome 
them. For example, preparing for exams was stressful because there were four exams in the 
same week, which counted for 100% of each course’s grade. I needed to prepare to write 
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essays in the exams for these four different courses, each on different topics, plus memorise 
and recall references including which ones were for which courses and topics. 
 
Reflecting on my master’s experience, I didn’t always remember how I went through the 
process – everything happened so quickly. I know I had learned things from various aspects, 
but I didn’t remember how I had grown academically or as a person. I could not help but 
wonder: What are the experiences of other Chinese postgraduate taught students? Did they 
experience the same challenges as me? What have they learned from studying in the UK? In 
a short one-year master’s, how do they adapt to study and live in the UK? What factors may 
have influenced their experience? Altogether, my personal experience as a Chinese 
postgraduate taught student in the UK planted the seeds for me to further investigate the 
experience of Chinese postgraduate taught students in the UK. 
 
1.3 Research Background 
Understanding the context for international students and Chinese international students is 
useful for positioning the questions of this study on a broader scale. After defining 
international students and introducing international students on a global level, I will then 
focus on the situation in the UK for international and Chinese international students, before 
outlining the crucial element of their social connections.  
 
1.3.1 International Students Globally 
There are two types of sojourners: long-term sojourners, such as immigrants (Lysgaard, 
1955), and short-term sojourners, such as international academics (Brown & Holloway, 
2008b). Long-term  sojourners generally pursue full acculturation, i.e., sociocultural and 
psychological adjustment, whereas international academic sojourners focus on academic 
achievement (Wu & Hammond, 2011). This thesis focuses on international students as one 
type of short-term sojourners. This thesis agrees with the definition of the term “international 
students” as “students who left their country of origin and moved to another country for 
purpose of study” (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD], 
2018, p. 225). Five million international students were studying in higher education globally 
in 2018. Top host destinations are: United States (22%), United Kingdom (10%), China 
(10%), Australia (7%), France (7%), Canada (7%), Russia (6%), Germany (5%) and others 
(25%) (International Institute of Education, 2018).  
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Factors in international students’ choice of potential destination countries include language, 
programme quality, tuition fees and immigration policies. International students prefer 
countries with widely spoken languages, such as English, French, German and Russian. With 
English as an official language, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, the United Kingdom 
and the United States attract a large number of international students (OECD, 2018). The 
quality of study programmes is another important factor. International students typically 
select their study destination based on international university and programme rankings and 
reputations. Tuition fees also account for a crucial part of the overall cost of studying 
overseas. International students take tuition fees into consideration when selecting a 
destination country, but they may regard tuition fees as a smaller factor if the quality of 
education is high and they feel the investment is worthwhile. Immigration policies can also 
play a role in selecting a study destination; for example, Canada allows international students 
to remain and work after graduation for three years and Australia for four years. There are 
also additional factors that may affect international students’ choice of destination country, 
such as the admission policies of higher education in the home country and recognition of 
overseas degrees in the home country (OECD, 2018). 
1.3.2 International Students in the UK 
The UK has been one of the most desired destinations for international students. 
Approximately 20% of the international student population, 458,490 students, studied in the 
UK in 2017/18. Among these international students, 139,150 are from EU countries and 
319,340 are from non-EU countries. In terms of educational level and mode of study in the 
UK, 84% of domestic students, 10% of Non-EU students, and 6% of EU students, study in 
full-time undergraduate degrees; while 47% of domestic students, 43% of Non-EU students, 
and 11% of EU students study full-time postgraduate degrees (Higher Education Statistics 
Agency [HESA], 2019). Therefore, Non-EU students form a significant cohort for 
postgraduate education in the UK. 
 
Consequentially, international students make important financial, economic, academic and 
socio-cultural contributions to the UK. The UK has received financial benefits from 
international students, such as tuition fees, accommodation and living costs during study. 
These expenses directly benefit host institutions and contribute to national and local 
economies. For instance, the Department for Education estimated international students 
contributed £17.6 billion to the UK’s economy in 2015 (Migration Advisory Committee 
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[MAC], 2018). International students also provide additional economic benefits to the UK; 
for example, international students may purchase UK products, build future business 
collaborations with British-based networks, work in high-skilled occupations in the UK, and 
recommend others to study in the UK and, in this way, international students with a positive 
understanding of British culture could be informal ambassadors for the UK. Moreover, in an 
academic capacity, international students may facilitate adaptations of traditional teaching 
and learning approaches in the UK, such as developing curriculum and teaching practices 
by adding international perspectives. Additionally, in terms of socio-cultural contributions, 
international students could also help to improve campus diversity and provide home 
students with the opportunity to engage in a multi-cultural environment (Mellors-Bourne, 
Humfrey, Kemp & Woodfield, 2013).  
 
Likewise, studying in the UK bring benefits to international students, including language 
skills, career progression, and academic-related benefits. International students, especially 
where English is not their first language, regard English proficiency as a valued asset when 
returning to their home countries. International students may increase cultural sensitivity and 
understanding by interacting with fellow students from various cultural backgrounds, which 
could help them later when working and integrating into diverse global contexts. Moreover, 
international students who have studied in the UK could enhance employability, attain 
promotion in an existing career or start a new career from the acquisition of knowledge, 
improved language proficiency and increased cultural understanding (Mellors-Bourne et al., 
2013). The experience of studying abroad could provide international students with strong 
academic-related benefits, such as preparing for further studies and academic careers (British 
Council, 2013), increasing contextualised knowledge, improving academic-related language 
skills and absorbing different approaches to learning (Mellors-Bourne et al., 2013).  
 
However, there may be some negative impacts of recruiting international students in the UK. 
For example, a large number of international students may lead to lower academic standards 
or language requirements. Study programmes with an imbalance of students from particular 
countries can negatively affect an institution’s reputation for academic quality and diversity 
(Mellors-Bourne et al., 2013). Despite these raised concerns, current survey evidence shows 
that the impact of international students is more positive than negative. In the survey, for 
instance, only 16% of British students agree that academic discussions are of a lower quality 
because of learning alongside international students, and only 22% of domestic students 
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agree that studying with international students whose first language is not English slow down 
the class. Furthermore, 62% of domestic students consider that learning with international 
students offers them a better world view, and 49% of domestic students agree that learning 
with international students supports them to develop a global network (MAC, 2018). 
 
Although the UK is the second most popular destination for international students globally, 
the number of international students in the UK has declined and research has indicated that 
Australia is overtaking the UK as the world’s second biggest destination for international 
students (Coughlan, 2018). In 2015, the UK received 136,000 more students than Australia. 
However, the number of the Australia’s international students increased by almost 32,000 
(12%) between 2011 and 2015, while the number only increased by 11,000 (2.6%) in the 
UK (Coughlan, 2018). Australia’s figures show a rise of around 41,000 international 
students in 2016, compared to 2015 (about 14%) (Graham, 2018).  
 
Policies have played a role in the decreasing number of international students in the UK. For 
example, the cancellation of the Post-study Work Visa has been a concern for attracting 
international students to study in the UK, particularly when other countries provide generous 
schemes. For instance, the US and Canada allow students to stay for three years after 
graduating and Australia four years (O’Carroll, 2018; Coughlan, 2018). A Post-Study Work 
(PSW) Visa scheme was introduced in the UK in 2004 (MAC, 2018) and abandoned in 2012, 
which enabled Tier 4 students to stay and work in the country for two years after graduation 
(UK Council for International Student Affairs [UKCISA], 2019). The number of 
applications for working visa extension has dropped sharply, from over 45,000 to around 
6,000 (MAC, 2018). In 2019, the UK government extended the Post-Study Visa for 
international students for employment. Undergraduate and master’s students can stay for six 
months after graduation and doctoral students for one year (Lyons, 2019).  
 
1.3.3 Chinese International Students in the UK  
China is the world’s biggest source of international students. There were 608,400 Chinese 
students studying abroad in 2017. Developed countries and regions, such as the UK and 
Western Europe, are the most popular study destinations for Chinese students in 2017 
(Ministry of Education, The People’s Republic of China, 2018). With 106,530 Chinese 
international students studying in the UK for 2017/18, Chinese international students 
represent the UK’s largest group of international students. Numbers of Chinese international 
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students in the UK have increased by 43% since 2011/12, whereas the numbers of Chinese 
international students have declined in Nigeria (52%), German (18%), Greece (16%) and 
France (11%) (HESA, 2019). Furthermore, Chinese student applications to study in the UK 
increased by 30% in 2019 due to tensions from the trade war between the U.S. and China 
(Weale, 2019). 
 
A review of the previous literature in the field of international students presents some 
negative stereotypes regarding Chinese international students. Chinese international students, 
for example, are perceived as possessing insufficient English proficiency, only making 
friends with other Chinese international students, and are considered loud, strange, rude and 
annoying (Ruble & Zhang, 2013). Chinese international students are also regarded as passive 
learners (e.g., Robertson, Line, Jones, & Thomas, 2000), lack class participation (e.g., Ruble 
& Zhang, 2013), and uncritical thinkers and rote learners (e.g., Chalmers & Volet, 1997). 
However, it is argued that there are some common misconceptions in these perceptions. For 
instance, concerning passive learning, although Chinese international students may 
frequently use memorisation as a learning strategy, the use of rote learning is not a surface 
approach to learning, but a way of achieving deep understanding. Additionally, during class 
participation Chinese international students may appear quieter than local students, but that 
does not mean that they are mentally passive as due to different cultural values, Chinese 
international students hold different beliefs about speaking out in class. In addition, Chinese 
international students may give the impression that they only associate with other Chinese 
students and lack the willingness to interact with local students. However, previous studies 
indicate that Chinese international students expected to form friendships with local students, 
but experienced limited opportunities due to low numbers of local students in their 
accommodation or tutorial groups (Brown & Holloway, 2008a). The literature also presented 
some positive stereotypes about Chinese international students. For instance, Chinese 
international students are perceived as smart, good at maths and science, hardworking, kind, 
nice and polite (Ruble & Zhang, 2013). 
 
Chinese international students in the UK, like international students in general, may also 
experience several challenges. These challenges will be elaborated on in Chapter 2 (Section 
2.2). However, in brief, Chinese international students in the UK have encountered academic 
challenges such as classroom participation (e.g., Wu, 2015); social challenges such as 
limited social interaction with non-Chinese people (e.g., Busher, Lewis, & Comber, 2016; 
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Spencer-Oatey, Dauber, Jing, & Lifei, 2017); linguistic challenges such as difficulties in 
understanding lecturers (e.g.,Tian & Lowe, 2009); and, psychological challenges such as 
stress and anxiety (e.g., Brown & Holloway, 2008a). 
 
1.3.4 Chinese International Students’ Social Connections in the UK 
Chinese international students are likely to have social connections with co-nationals, host-
nationals and other internationals. Co-nationals tend to be their primary social network for 
Chinese international students (Rienties, Johan, & Jindal-Snape, 2015) and they could 
provide strong effective academic, emotional and practical support (Quan, He, & Sloan, 
2016; Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006; Wang, 2018). However, 37% of Chinese international 
students and 40% of Chinese PGT students are not satisfied with social connections formed 
during their UK studies (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). It is challenging for Chinese 
international students and Chinese PGT students in the UK to interact with host-nationals 
and other internationals (Busher et al., 2016; Gu & Maley, 2008; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017; 
Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006). Furthermore, compared with students of other nationalities, 
Chinese international students reported significantly more challenges to socialise with 
British students and other international students. More specifically, 45% of Chinese 
international students and 46% of Chinese PGT students in the UK reported experiencing 
difficulty during social interaction with people from different countries; whereas only 13% 
of students from the European economic area (excluding the UK), 14% of UK students and 
24% of other non-PRC overseas students experienced the same challenge (Spencer-Oatey et 
al., 2017).  
 
High levels of intercultural interaction could assist international students with sociocultural 
adaptation, facilitate academic performance, ease loneliness and homesickness, increase 
security and belonging, improve personal growth, and encourage better overall adaptation 
to life overseas (Newsome & Cooper, 2016; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). Moreover, Chinese 
international students report they experience more challenges concerning social interaction 
than academic adjustment (Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006). Despite this, the previous 
literature on Chinese overseas students tends to focus on academic life, such as classroom 
participation and learning styles (Wu, 2015; Wang, 2018), and limited studies have been 
conducted on Chinese international students’ social interaction with people from other 
countries (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). There has been a call to conduct more research into 
Chinese international students’ social integration at different institutions and in different 
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contexts (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017), including how social interaction with other 
nationalities influence other elements of student experience; particularly for international 
students who study relatively short courses with a large number of co-nationals (Spencer-
Oatey & Xiong, 2006). Therefore, this research attempts to fill the above gap by exploring 
Chinese PGT students’ social connections with people from different backgrounds and 
considering the cascaded role of these social connections on other aspects of their experience.  
 
1.4 Significance and the Purpose of the Study   
It is crucial to conduct this research to investigate Chinese postgraduate taught (PGT) 
students’ transitional experience in the UK. First, because there are large and increasing 
numbers of international students globally. As shown in this chapter, the UK has been one 
of the most popular study destinations for international students, and these international 
students have made significant financial, economic, academic and cultural contributions to 
the UK. Second, Chinese international students represent the largest group of international 
students in the UK. Third, although previous studies have investigated Chinese international 
students studying at British higher-education institutions, standard-entry undergraduate 
students have been the primary focus (Schweisfurth & Gu, 2009; Wang & Byram, 2011). 
Compared with Chinese international undergraduate students who study in the UK for three 
or four years, Chinese PGT students usually spend one year in the UK, therefore, have less 
time to adapt (Arambewela & Hall, 2013). Thus, the challenges and coping strategies of 
Chinese undergraduate students in the UK may not apply to Chinese PGT students in the 
UK (Quan et al., 2016). Forth, previous literature tends to present a problematic picture of 
Chinese PGT students who study in the UK (Gill, 2007), with limited studies on how 
Chinese PGT students transition during the process (Quan et al., 2016). It is not only helpful 
to acknowledge challenges Chinese PGT students experience in the UK, but, more 
importantly, to understand how they have overcome or have failed to overcome these 
challenges. Although Chinese students studying in the UK have encountered difficulties, 
they have also benefited from studying and living in the UK. It is, thus, vital to listen 
carefully to the experience of Chinese PGT students in the UK. With these four significant 
aspects in mind, the two research questions of this study are:  
 
1) How do Chinese postgraduate taught students adapt to a new academic and social 
culture during the transition process? 
2) How do their social connections influence their transitional experience in the UK?  
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1.5 Structure of the Thesis 
This thesis consists of five chapters: Chapter 1 Introduction, Chapter 2 Literature Review, 
Chapter 3 Methods, Chapter 4 Findings and Chapter 5 Discussion and Conclusion. Chapter 
1 above, outlined the research motivation for the thesis from my personal experience as a 
Chinese PGT student in the UK. To address the context of my study, it introduced the 
relevant literature on international students globally and in the UK, and for Chinese 
international students and their social connections in the UK. The significance and the 
purpose of this research were then presented as well as this section outlining the structure of 
the whole thesis.  
 
Chapter 2, the Literature Review, includes three main sections: a) international students’ 
experience; b) Chinese and Western learning beliefs; and c) theoretical frameworks. The 
first section is about common themes shared by international students in general, Chinese 
international students globally and Chinese PGT students in the UK in terms of their 
motivations to study in the UK, and their academic, social, linguistic, and psychological 
experience. The second section focuses on a comparison between Chinese and Western 
learning beliefs, which includes a Confucian-Socratic framework (Tweed & Lehman, 2002) 
and mind-oriented and virtue-oriented learning (Li, 2005) because understanding the 
differences in learning beliefs between Chinese and Western people is helpful to have a 
deeper understanding of Chinese PGT students’ transitional experience. The third section 
discusses potential theoretical frameworks, such as mindset theory (Dweck, 1986, 2017), 
then considers that Chinese PGT students’ transitional experience is best understood through 
the lens of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943, 1954, 1970a, 1970b) and The 
Functional Model of Friendship Networks (Bochner, McLeod, & Lin, 1977). Maslow’s 
Hierarchy of Needs supports a deeper understanding of how Chinese PGT students adapt to 
a new academic and social culture by satisfying different levels of needs. The Functional 
Model of Friendship Networks supports the examination of what Chinese PGT students’ 
social experience is like and how their social network has an influence on their overall 
transitional experience in the UK. 
 
Chapter 3, Methods, is comprised of five sections: research design, instruments, procedure, 
ethical considerations, and reliability and validity. The research design section provides an 
outline of the overall research design and offers explanations of why this study adopted a 
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qualitative methodology, phenomenology and longitudinal approach. The instruments 
section indicates that this study employs interviews with visual methods, i.e., the photo-
elicitation technique and the diagrammatic-elicitation technique, and provides justifications 
of why interviews were chosen, and how visual methods complement interviews in this study. 
The procedural section presents the research processes: the pilot study, participant 
recruitment, data collection and data analysis. The pilot study assisted in the identification 
of potential challenges and facilitated the main study. Participants were then recruited for 
the main data stage through purposive sampling and snowballing techniques. Interviews 
were conducted in two phases, i.e., at the beginning and near the end of the study programme. 
After data collection, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was employed as an 
analysis approach. This chapter also illustrates ethical considerations when conducting the 
study and discusses the reliability and validity of this research.  
 
Chapter 4, Findings, indicates nine superordinate and following subordinate themes that 
emerged from this research: 1) Motivations and Expectations to Study in the UK: Chinese 
PGT students are motivated and expect to broaden their horizons, enhance their employment 
prospects and improve their English proficiency in the UK; 2) English Proficiency: Chinese 
PGT students experience language barriers and have reflected on changes that occurred in 
their English proficiency while studying in the UK; 3) Academic Experience in the UK: 
Chinese PGT students face a different academic culture, including challenges of academic 
writing, self-directed learning and interdependent learning; 4) Critical Thinking: Critical 
thinking is a big challenge for Chinese PGT students and they have provided reflections on 
developing their critical thinking skills; 5) Interaction with Social Connections: Chinese 
PGT students’ overall social connections consisted of interaction with Chinese students, 
non-Chinese students and non-students; 6) Influence from Social Connections: Social 
connections from China and the UK have academic and personal influence on Chinese PGT 
students; 7) Psychological Well-being: Chinese PGT students experience loneliness and 
homesickness, and reflect on their coping strategies; 8) Transformative Growth: Chinese 
PGT students of this study have reflected on their overall transitional experience in the UK 
and improved their independent living skills, social skills and maturity level; and 9) 
Transitioning out: Chinese PGT students discuss their understandings of Chinese culture and 
future concerns about employment.  
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Chapter 5, Discussion and Conclusion initially provides a summary of comparisons between 
the findings in this research and empirical studies from the previous international student 
literature, which shows the empirical contributions and connections among themes that 
emerged from the findings of this study. These comparisons present a means to understand 
Chinese PGT students’ transitional experience through the lens of Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
Needs. Then the chapter presents this study’s theoretical contributions to research question 
one with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and to research question two with The Functional 
Model of Friendship Networks. The practical implications of this research are also discussed 
for Chinese PGT students, academic staff, higher education institutions and international 
students’ experience in general. Contributions of the research are highlighted including 
empirical, methodological and theoretical contributions. Limitations and future research 
directions consider potential changes of the research design and data collection. Finally, 
further reflections on this research are provided in terms of the differences between 
participants’ experiences and my personal experience, and the potential reasons for these 
differences.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
 
2.1 Overview  
In this chapter, I aim to critically review existing empirical studies on the experience of 
international students, on a general level; Chinese international students, on a global level; and, 
on a more specific level, Chinese international postgraduate taught (PGT) students in the UK. 
First, I will outline students’ motivations to study abroad as well as the academic, social, 
linguistic and psychological aspects of their experience (Section 2.2). Next, I will explore 
Chinese and Western learning beliefs to observe similarities and differences connected to 
Chinese international students’ experience (Section 2.3). Finally, I will discuss three theoretical 
frameworks (Section 2.4), including one that I considered, i.e., mindset theory, and two that 
were finally employed for the research, i.e., Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and The Functional 
Model of Friendship Networks.  
 
2.2 International Students’ Experience 
This section reviews empirical studies literature on students’ motivations to study abroad and 
the academic, social, linguistic and psychological aspects of their experience. Each section 
presents common themes across international students, Chinese international students, and 
Chinese PGT students in the UK, as well as distinct themes that are unique to Chinese 
international students and Chinese PGT students in the UK.  
 
2.2.1 Motivations to Study Abroad  
Most of the international student literature examines the motivations of students studying 
overseas in developed countries, especially English-speaking countries, such as the US (e.g., 
Nicholls, 2018; Yan & Berliner, 2011; Zhou, 2015), the UK (e.g., Atar, Erdem, & Koçyigit, 
2017; Maringe & Carter, 2007; McLeay, Lichy, & Asaad, 2018), and Australia (e.g., Azmat, 
Osborne, Le Rossignol, Jogulu, Rentschler, Robottom, & Malathy, 2013; Yang, 2007). Yet, 
limited studies investigate the choices of international students who study in developing 
countries, such as China (e.g., Jiani, 2017; Lee, 2014) and Malaysia (e.g., Singh, Schapper, & 
Jack, 2014; Padlee, Kamaruddin, & Baharun, 2010). The decision to study abroad is a complex 
process and students are usually motivated by various aspects, such as quality of education, 
career development, English improvement, cultural enrichment and the one-year master’s 
programmes in the UK.  
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Quality of Education  
Quality of education is a significant motivation for students to consider studying overseas. 
Their preferred  host countries have an international reputation for quality education (Ahmad 
& Hussain, 2017; Maringe & Carter, 2007; McLeay et al., 2018; Wadhwa, 2016). International 
students, for instance, noted that the UK and Finland’s educational quality was the most 
influential factor to study abroad (Calikoglu, 2018; Mcleay et al., 2018). Chinese international 
students also regard quality of education as a major driver to study abroad, including a 
university’s facilities, educational systems, teaching approaches, learning styles, qualified 
academics, academic environment and international recognition (Bodycott, 2009; Chao, 
Hegarty, Angelidis, & Lu, 2017; Dimmock & Ong Soon Leong, 2010; Gong & Huybers, 2015; 
Li & Qi, 2019; Yang, 2007). Likewise, Chinese students who choose to study a postgraduate 
taught programme in the UK believe that the UK has a world-class educational system, and are 
motivated by the superior teaching and learning opportunities in the UK (Wu, 2014) because 
in comparison these students’ home countries may not provide adequate or high-quality 
education (Ahmad & Hussain, 2017; Maringe & Carter, 2007; McLeay et al., 2018; Wadhwa, 
2016). For example, Chinese students reported that limitations on admission in China is an 
influential factor to study abroad (Dimmock & Ong Soon Leong, 2010; Lee, 2017; Yang, 2007). 
Chinese students need to surpass fierce competition for the annual National College Entrance 
Examination or Gao Kao (高考 ), and students with the required qualifications are not 
guaranteed places due to limited admissions (Dimmock & Ong Soon Leong, 2010). Also, 
Chinese PGT students note that teaching and learning methods in China are old-fashioned (Wu, 
2014) by focusing too much on theories rather than skills and competencies (Counsell, 2011). 
Combined, the high quality of education in host countries and inadequate education at home 
countries drive students to study abroad.  
 
Career Development  
Career enhancement is another important factor that motivates students to study abroad. 
International education experience supports international students to obtain the skills and 
connections they need for their future careers. Employers also tend to prefer employees with 
experience in foreign countries (Atar et al., 2017; Cowley & Hyams–Ssekasi, 2018; Eder, 
Smith, & Pitts, 2010; Wadhwa, 2016). Chinese international students also have career-driven 
motivations when making the decision to study abroad (Bodycott, 2009; Huang, 2013; Li & 
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Qi, 2019; Yang, 2007; Yang, Volet, & Mansfield, 2018). Chinese international students believe 
that they would develop their English proficiency and gain a better understanding of Western 
culture, which would support their future career aspirations (Huang, 2013). Additionally, 
employers in China prefer to recruit and promote overseas graduates (Li & Qi, 2019). Chinese 
PGT students, likewise, emphasise employment prospects as a key factor when considering 
studying in the UK. A foreign educational qualification usually helps Chinese students to be 
more competitive in the job market than a Chinese certificate (Zhu & Reeves, 2019). As British 
higher education possesses high recognition and reputation, Chinese students note that students 
having an educational qualification from the UK are more competitive than those from other 
countries (Wu, 2014). Furthermore, to gain access to better jobs, a master’s degree is more 
desirable for Chinese students compared to an undergraduate degree, simply due to fierce 
competition for desirable graduate jobs in the Chinese job market (Bamber, 2014). Chinese 
students believe that Chinese employers value UK postgraduate degrees over Chinese 
postgraduate degrees (Counsell, 2011), even though it can be argued that graduates from highly 
respectable universities produce highly employable graduates. Overall, studying overseas, 
especially for a master’s degree, is generally perceived by students and employers to be 
beneficial for Chinese international students’ career development.   
 
English Improvement  
International students are attracted by the chance to improve their language proficiency, 
especially English-language skills. Students choose to study in English-speaking countries 
because they believe English proficiency is of great importance and these countries provide the 
best environment for them to practise their English (Atar et al., 2017; Eder et al., 2010). 
Similarly, Chinese international students regard English proficiency as a key world language 
and, therefore, a key skill (Bodycott, 2009; Counsell, 2011; Huang, 2013; Rudd, Djafarova, & 
Waring, 2012; Yang, 2007). Chinese PGT students express their desire to improve English 
proficiency by studying in the UK and believe that studying in an English-language 
environment such as the UK would help them to improve their mastery of the English language 
(Wu, 2014; Zhu & Reeves, 2019). Interestingly, improving English-language skills is regarded 
as a relatively less influential factor for Chinese students to study a postgraduate taught 
programme in the UK. Significant language improvements could be challenging if students 
spend significant time with fellow Chinese students (Bamber, 2014). While Chinese 
international students hold high expectations to improve their English-language skills during 
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international study, they also understand that they may not meet these expectations due to 
various factors, including the high density of Chinese students in the UK.  
 
Cultural Enrichment  
International students are motivated by the opportunity to experience new and different cultures 
and learn about the world and people from other countries (Anderson, Hubbard, & Lawton, 
2015; Jiani, 2017). Chinese students are also interested in overseas life experience, such as 
broadening their horizons and experiencing a different culture and lifestyle (Cebolla-Boado, 
Hu, & Soysal, 2018; Huang, 2013; Li & Qi, 2019). As for Chinese PGT students, they expect 
to broaden their horizons and experience Western and British culture (Bamber, 2014; Wu, 2014; 
Zhu & Reeves, 2019). Additionally, they are concerned with the UK’s reputation for social and 
cultural activities, such as historical cities, sports and music (Manns & Swift, 2016). Yet, 
Chinese international students represent the largest group of international students in the UK, 
with most taking a postgraduate taught degree. Being surrounded with a high density of 
Chinese students may hinder their opportunity to experience different cultures, especially if 
they regularly stay together. Chinese students are aware of such situations and thus take actions 
to avoid studying subjects with many Chinese applicants, which demonstrates their strong 
desire to experience diverse cultures in the UK (Zhu & Reeves, 2019).  
 
One-year Master’s Programme in the UK  
The specific nature of master’s programmes in the UK is influential for Chinese students. The 
duration of a master’s programme in the UK usually takes one year to complete, which is 
shorter than other Western countries, such as the US and Australia which take two years, and 
China which takes three years (Wu, 2014; Zhu & Reeves, 2019). These one-year programmes 
in the UK particularly attract Chinese female students for cultural reasons. Chinese women 
may face the stigmatisation that they spend too long in education to find good husbands. 
Culturally, Chinese men tend to be old-fashioned; in that, they do not select highly-educated 
Chinese women for marriage. Chinese female students note that studying for a shorter period 
helps offset this gender bias (Bamber, 2014). Therefore, compared with a three-year master’s 
degree in China, a one-year master’s programme in the UK enables Chinese women to 
complete their postgraduate degree in less time (Bamber, 2014). The nature of a one-year 
master’s programme in the UK serves as a unique motivation to attract Chinese female students 
to study in the UK.  
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This section has highlighted major themes which impact Chinese PGT students’ motivations 
to study overseas, including quality of education, career development, English improvement, 
cultural enrichment and the unique feature of a one-year master’s programme in the UK. The 
next section presents empirical studies on international students’ academic experience. 
 
2.2.2 Academic Experience  
International students’ main aim is to become academically successful and gain a degree 
(Poyrazli & Isaiah, 2018). All students may experience academic challenges, but international 
students are arguably more likely to encounter difficulties due to language barriers and 
adaptation to a new educational environment (Smith & Khawaja, 2011). Studies in the field of 
Chinese international students have indicated that Chinese students need to adapt to a very 
different educational system when studying in Western countries (Heng, 2018). This section 
discusses language barriers, social support and Chinese cultural values as three important 
factors of academic experience as well as academic writing and critical thinking as two key 
academic challenges.  
 
Language Barriers  
Previous literature indicates that international students in general, Chinese international 
students globally and Chinese PGT students in the UK experience language barriers during 
their academic experience. Numerous studies indicate that language proficiency plays a 
significant role in international students’ academic performance (Aurah, 2014; Leong, 2015; 
Li, Wang, Liu, Xu, & Cui, 2018; Wang & Hannes, 2014; Yeoh & Terry, 2013; Zhang, 2016). 
Due to language barriers, international students experience challenges in the academic field, 
including the difficulty of following lectures (Li et al., 2018), verbally communicating with 
other students and academic staff (Li et al., 2018; Zhang, 2016), participating in class 
discussions (Aurah, 2014; Zhang, 2016), finishing dense English reading materials (Wang & 
Hannes, 2014), and completing written assignments (Leong, 2015; Li et al., 2018; Yeoh & 
Terry, 2013). Similarly, insufficient English proficiency is a major barrier to the academic 
performance of Chinese international students (Heng, 2018; Wang, 2018; Yuan, 2011) and 
Chinese PGT students in the UK (Wu, 2015). Chinese international students tend to 
demonstrate poorer English proficiency than other international students, which determines 
their relatively lower academic achievement compared to other international students (Li, Chen, 
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& Duanmu, 2010). Classroom participation, for example, is particularly challenging for 
Chinese students who study abroad. With English as a second language, Chinese students feel 
vocabulary and phrases learned in China are not transferable to conversations in the UK, and 
they cannot follow the speed of other students in English (Heng, 2018). As lecturers and 
classmates may come from different countries or different parts of the UK, Chinese PGT 
students in the UK reported that they became accustomed to standard British and American 
English back home, and need to spend time understanding international and regional accents 
(Wu, 2015). Language barriers then negatively affect international students’ academic 
performance in many aspects.  
 
Social Support  
Social support could have an important impact on international students’ academic adjustment 
(Campbell & Li, 2008; Ecochard & Fotheringham, 2017; Hyun, 2019; Poyrazli & Isaiah, 2018; 
Wu, Garza, & Guzman, 2015). International students commented that it is helpful to their 
academic performance when they make an effort to clarify points with their professors during 
office hours (Poyrazli & Isaiah, 2018). Studying in groups with peers is another effective way 
for international students’ to improve their academic success because this enables them to work 
through academic difficulties together and learn from each other (Poyrazli & Isaiah, 2018). 
Chinese international students also report that interacting with fellow Chinese students, other 
international students, and academic staff is helpful during academic study (Wang, 2018). 
Similarly, Chinese PGT students in the UK also emphasised the role of fellow Chinese students 
when coping with academic challenges, especially those who take the same classes (Quan et 
al., 2016). Nevertheless, despite the positive impact of such social interactions on international 
students’ academic performance, international students at times experience difficulties in 
communicating with their professors because of language barriers, cultural differences and 
different expectations from professors (Wu et al., 2015). Although social connections with 
academic staff and peers are helpful to international students’ academic performance, co-
national peers seemingly provide more effective academic support for Chinese international 
students.  
 
Chinese Cultural Values 
Chinese cultural values, in particular, play a crucial role in Chinese international students’ 
academic performance. Chinese international students seek to maintain harmony and ‘main-zi’ 
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or ‘face’, which involves controlling their emotions, avoiding challenging their teachers’ and 
peers’ opinions and keeping harmony with their teachers and peers, which explains the 
challenge of participating in group discussions in class (Wang, 2018). Moreover, parental 
influence can be a main stressor on Chinese international students’ academic achievement 
(McMahon, 2011; Yan & Berliner, 2009; 2011). Chinese international students typically face 
high expectations from their parents — who fully or partially sponsor their studies (Li et al., 
2010). Chinese international students explain that it is not acceptable to fail or leave their 
course as that would bring shame on them and their family, and it is their responsibility to repay 
their parents for their financial support through academic hard work and achievement 
(Mcmahon, 2011). Combined with the impact of language proficiency and social connections 
outlined above, Chinese international students face extra cultural conflicts and family pressures, 
which can influence their academic achievement.  
 
Academic Writing  
International students face the challenges of academic writing including possession of general 
academic writing skills (Shakib Kotamjani & Hussin, 2017), knowledge of academic writing 
conventions (Maringe & Jenkins, 2015) and language-related skills (Maringe & Jenkins, 2015; 
Singh, 2015). General academic writing difficulties include reviewing and critiquing the 
previous literature and identifying gaps, writing introductions, discussing the findings and 
summarising a conclusion (Shakib et al., 2017). International students report their struggle with 
academic conventions; for example, Western countries prefer to refer to a wide range of 
literature/sources in their writing, but Eastern countries typically use specific texts to develop 
writing (Maringe & Jenkins, 2015). English-related challenges in academic writing, such as 
the difficulties of using proper vocabulary, linking sentences smoothly, using proper grammar 
and writing paragraphs coherently may affect their writing confidence (Shakib et al., 2017).  
 
Previous learning experience while studying in China is likely to have an impact on Chinese 
international students’ academic writing. Specifically, Chinese international students tend to 
have minimal experience when it comes to English writing. Although most Chinese students 
study English in elementary and secondary schools in China, their English learning focuses on 
vocabulary and grammar, for which they are only required to complete short, descriptive and 
narrative writing tasks, such as writing a letter and describing a picture (Zhao & Hirvela, 2015). 
During undergraduate study in China, Chinese students who take English degrees typically 
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write English essays, whereas other social sciences students write Chinese essays (Tian & Low, 
2012). The notion of academic writing from previous learning experience differs from the host 
countries’ academic orientation, so Chinese students struggle to quickly adapt to new 
expectations of academic writing (Campbell & Li, 2008; Ibrahim & Nambiar, 2011). Chinese 
international students, and Chinese PGT students in the UK, reported challenges concerning 
academic writing conventions; for example, essays in China are usually narrative, but they 
need to adapt to an argumentative format in the US; in that, writing in China tends to be 
reflective and profound, yet organised and concrete in the US. Additionally, writing in China 
appears to be indirect, but the US prefers a direct writing style (Heng, 2018). Furthermore, 
writing in the UK requires reliable evidence/sources, but that is not emphasised in China (Tian 
& Low, 2012). While plagiarism may still be prevalent in some places in China, the UK has 
strict citation rules and ethical expectations concerning plagiarism (Davis, 2013; Tian & Low, 
2012). Taking this into account, the challenge of academic writing among Chinese international 
students is not only affected by Chinese students’ limited experience in English writing, but 
also their adaptation of new academic conventions. Previous learning experience in China may 
not prepare Chinese PGT students well to undertake academic writing tasks when studying 
abroad.  
 
Critical Thinking  
The difficulty of applying critical thinking skills in academic writing has been a particular 
concern for Chinese international students (Heng, 2018; Wang, 2018) and Chinese PGT 
students in the UK (Durkin, 2008; Huang, 2008; Tian & Low, 2012; Wang & Byram, 2011). 
Critical thinking presents a challenge for Chinese international students due to various reasons, 
including an unclear understanding of what critical thinking entails (Huang, 2008; Tian & 
Lowe, 2013), an insufficient level of English proficiency (Durkin, 2008; Huang, 2008), a lack 
of critical thinking practice in a Chinese educational context (Heng, 2018; Li, 2007; Wang, 
2018), and critical thinking being perceived to be culturally inappropriate (Durkin, 2008; Tian 
& Lowe, 2013). Chinese PGT students in the UK are confused with what critical thinking 
means since different lecturers provide different explanations for what is required to 
demonstrate this skill (Huang, 2008). It has been reported that Chinese PGT students 
understand the concept of critical thinking, but do not have adequate English-language 
proficiency to critique ideas in their coursework (Huang, 2008). In a Chinese educational 
context, students rely on textbooks and follow their teachers’ instructions and model answers 
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(Wang, 2018). Students in China are also encouraged towards rote memorisation as the “norm” 
in standardised text-based education (Heng, 2018; Li, 2007), which affects students’ 
questioning habits and/or pursuing answers to their own questions (Heng, 2018; Wang & 
Machado, 2015). Additionally, Chinese PGT students may experience inner conflict when 
critically evaluating ideas because they are not comfortable presenting logical argumentation 
(Durkin, 2008). All these ideas suggest that various reasons contribute to critical thinking 
presenting a challenge for Chinese international students, rather than assuming that these 
students are deficient in critical thinking skills.  
 
The points above, do not mean that Chinese international students do not have or cannot 
develop critical thinking skills. Although Chinese education uses memorisation as a way to 
absorb basic knowledge, Chinese university students also criticise and evaluate work from 
peers, but their approach is more subtle and indirect, which is in line with the harmony and 
respect for authority that is by-and-large a part of Chinese cultural values (Wu, 2015). Chinese 
PGT students report that they gradually develop critical thinking skills during their educational 
experience abroad (Fakunle, Allison, & Fordyce, 2016). A few strategic approaches have been 
identified to help Chinese PGT students to improve their critical thinking; this includes 
attending workshops on critical reading and writing, receiving assignment feedback and 
receiving help from academic staff (Fakunle et al., 2016; Tian & Lowe, 2013). These 
approaches demonstrate that Chinese international students have the ability to critique because 
they can develop stronger critical thinking skills and learn better ways of presenting arguments.  
 
Despite the academic challenges above, Chinese PGT students can overcome such difficulties 
and benefit from their learning experience in the UK. A developed process-based stage model 
by Quan et al. (2016) suggests that Chinese PGT students experience academic challenges at 
early stages, but gradually adjust to academic learning and, eventually, feel more competent. 
The study suggests that some of the key factors helping Chinese PGT students to overcome 
academic challenges are having a strong willingness to make changes, utilising a new time 
management approach and seeking support from their respective network (Quan et al., 2016). 
By doing so, Chinese PGT students report improved listening and reading skills, self-
confidence and problem-solving skills (Wang, 2018), learned critical thinking skills, 
independent learning and multitasking (Bird, 2017). Although Chinese PGT students, at times, 
feel confused and frustrated with various academic challenges due to different academic 
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cultures, they often gradually adjust to a new academic culture, which leads them to reflect on 
the benefits of this new way of learning in the UK.  
 
In reviewing the literature on the academic experience of international students, Chinese 
international students and Chinese PGT students in the UK, this section highlighted the 
linguistic, social and cultural factors, and academic writing and critical thinking as the two 
most common challenges that the Chinese cohort encounters. The next section explores 
international students’ social experience, which also plays a crucial aspect in Chinese students’ 
overall transitional experience. 
 
2.2.3 Social Experience  
Social experience is another essential element of international students’ experience. 
International students tend to have co-national, host-national and non-co-national networks 
(Bochner et al., 1997). This section discusses empirical studies about the interaction of these 
three groups of social networks for international students, Chinese international students and 
Chinese PGT students in the UK. 
 
Social Interaction with Co-nationals  
A co-national network tends to be the primary social network for international students 
(Bochner et al., 1977; Hendrickson, Rosen, & Aune, 2011), Chinese international students 
(Bertram, Poulakis, Elsasser, & Kumar, 2014; Cao, Zhu, & Meng, 2017; Gu & Maley, 2008; 
Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006) and Chinese PGT students in the UK (Spencer-Oatey et al., 
2017; Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006). International students form their primary network with 
co-nationals because they share a common language and cultural similarities (McFaul, 2016; 
Schartner, 2015; Taha & Cox, 2016; Wright & Schartner, 2013). Chinese international students 
report that they form a shared mutual bond because they are from a similar culture and 
background and represent memory in China (Bertram et al., 2014). Chinese PGT students in 
the UK comment that fellow Chinese students provide effective emotional and practical 
support which prevents loneliness and creates a comfort zone where they feel safe or at ease 
(Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017; Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006). However, extensive co-national 
interactions can also negatively affect international students’ English-language development 
and cultural learning. International students lose the chance to speak English and learn about 
their new cultural surroundings if they spend most of their time with co-nationals using their 
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original language and culture (Brown, 2009b; Moglen, 2017; Schartner, 2015). In summary, 
while mingling with co-nationals has the advantage of creating a strong comfort zone, it also 
has the disadvantage to hinder students’ language and culture learning experiences.  
 
Social Interaction with Host-nationals and other Internationals  
International students usually have a strong desire to form friendships with host-nationals, but 
to do so seems challenging (Newsome & Cooper, 2016; Rienties, Beausaert, Grohnert, 
Niemantsverdriet, & Kommers, 2012; Schartner, 2015; Wu & Hammond, 2011; Young, 
Sercombe, Sachdev, Naeb, & Schartner, 2013). International students are generally 
enthusiastic about making friends with people from different cultural backgrounds  (Schartner, 
2015). The shared ‘foreignness’ helps establish and foster ties among international students 
(Hendrickson et al., 2011; Schartner, 2015). Compared with the challenge of forming 
friendships with host-nationals, some international students stress that they do not require 
contact with nationals because they can practise English with other international students and, 
in doing so, enjoy a wide variety of nationalities and cultures (Schartner, 2015). However, 
Chinese international students and Chinese PGT students in the UK find it difficult to interact 
with host-nationals and other internationals (Busher et al., 2016; Gu & Maley, 2008; Spencer-
Oatey et al., 2017; Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006). The four most common reasons for 
challenges concerning social interactions between international students and home students 
and other international students are language barriers, cultural differences, limited interactional 
opportunities and a lack of motivation for social interaction.  
 
Language Barriers  
A language barrier is a crucial reason international students (Leong, 2015; Pho & Schartner, 
2019), Chinese international students (Yan & Berliner, 2013) and Chinese PGT students in the 
UK (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017; Young et al., 2013) experience social integration difficulties. 
Due to language barriers, Chinese international students experience listening comprehension 
and oral communication issues when interacting with non-Chinese students. Apart from host-
nationals speaking too fast, Chinese students also have trouble pronouncing English words, 
using suitable words and speaking fluent English, which directly affects effective 
communication with non-Chinese students (Yan & Berliner, 2013). Accordingly, international 
students often have trouble understanding what host-nationals and other internationals are 
saying and have trouble expressing their own ideas, which can lead to miscommunication and 
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misunderstandings that hinder the chance to form friendships (Leong, 2015). Although some 
Chinese PGT students agree, according to Spencer-Oatey et al. (2017), that insufficient English 
proficiency is a key factor when interacting with non-Chinese students, others believe it is more 
of a confidence issue and language should not be used as an excuse for ineffective 
communication. English proficiency is an essential factor for social integration as it represents 
a person’s ability to confidently use English to interact with host-nationals and other 
international students whose first language is not English.   
 
Cultural Differences  
Cultural reasons also underpin challenges faced by international Chinese students when 
interacting with non-co-nationals. For instance, lacking cultural references from host countries 
and other foreign countries could lead to limited topics of conversation and, thus, superficial 
conversations (Li et al., 2017). Chinese international students comment that they frequently do 
not understand jokes told by people from different cultures (Tang, Collier, & Witt, 2018) and 
do not necessarily share a passion for football such as their UK host-nationals (Li et al., 2017). 
Moreover, Chinese PGT students in the UK report that they do not like to go to bars, but the 
UK has a popular drinking culture (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). While indirectness is one of 
the major Confucian virtues among Chinese, people in the UK expressing opinions more 
directly (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). However, instead of seeing cultural differences as a 
barrier for intercultural communication, some Chinese PGT students in the UK regard these 
cultural differences as an opportunity to learn about different thoughts and some of them even 
adopt habits of the host country, such as drinking (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). Therefore, as 
reported, there are various hidden cultural reasons behind the challenge of social interaction 
with host-nationals and other international students.  
 
Limited Opportunities to Interact 
International students report, according to Schartner (2015), have limited opportunities to meet 
and interact with host-nationals. The small number of local students in their programmes hinder 
international students from forming ties with local peers (Pho & Schartner, 2019). Additionally, 
Chinese PGT students in the UK tend to rent places with fellow Chinese students, and thus 
they do not come into contact with other nationals through student accommodation, which can 
extremely limit the chance for social interaction with host-nationals (Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 
2006). As Chinese international students represent the largest number of international students, 
   25 
 
 
the high density of Chinese classmates and roommates also affects opportunities to interact 
with home students and other international students (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017; Yuan, 2011). 
In summary, due to the small number of host-nationals and other internationals, and the high 
density of Chinese international students in comparison, Chinese international students, 
ironically, find themselves living in an environment with limited opportunities to interact with 
non-co-nationals.  
 
Lack of Motivation for Social Interaction  
Chinese international students report that they feel non-Chinese students show limited 
motivation to interact with them (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017; Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006; 
Yuan, 2011). Non-Chinese students have their own social circles and may feel that they do not 
need to expand their social connections (Pho & Schartner, 2019), or they may not be interested 
in other cultures (Rivas, Hale, & Burke, 2019). In contrast, some Chinese international students 
do not want to interact with non-Chinese students as well (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017) as they 
may want to focus on their academic study and qualifications, and thus they do not want to 
spend too much time making friends. Chinese students may plan to work in China after 
completing their studies in the UK; thus, some of them may see making friends with non-
Chinese individuals as not important for their future (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). Altogether, 
social interaction is a two-way process, so the relationship between Chinese students and non-
Chinese students cannot be improved if both parties are not willing to make the effort.  
 
This section provides the context and crucial findings for international students, Chinese 
international students and Chinese PGT students’ social experience. Co-nationals tend to be 
the primary social network for international students. International students appear to 
experience challenges, such as language barriers, cultural differences, limited interaction 
opportunities and lack motivation for social interaction, to interact with host-nationals and 
other internationals. The next section presents international students’ linguistic experience.  
 
2.2.4 Linguistic Experience  
The majority of international students in the world speak English as a foreign language and 
frequently report language-related difficulties (Andrade, 2009). This subsection presents the 
role of English proficiency on academic and social elements of studying abroad as well as 
potential English improvement over time.  
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Academic Challenges  
A large number of studies indicate that English proficiency can be a key barrier to international 
students’ academic achievement (e.g., Gu, Schweisfurth, & Day, 2010; Martirosyan, Hwang, 
& Wanjohi, 2015; Ramsay, Jones, & Barker, 2007; Sawir, Marginson, Forbes-Mewett, Nyland, 
& Ramia, 2012). Four basic language skills exist in academic contexts: listening 
(comprehension of lectures and lecturers), reading (comprehension, speed), speaking 
(interaction, class discussion), and academic writing (essays, reports) (Zhang & Mi, 2010). 
International students, Chinese international students and Chinese PGT students in the UK tend 
to experience all those four aspects of language barriers in academic settings.  
 
International students may experience challenges when following lectures, raising questions in 
class, joining group discussions, participating in group work, completing academic writing and 
asking tutors for help, which can be attributed to language barriers, such as accent, slang, speed 
of speech and vocabulary (Andrade, 2009; Sawir et al., 2012; Taylor & Ali, 2017; Wu et al., 
2015). Inadequate English-language proficiency can negatively affect Chinese international 
students’ academic performance (Li et al., 2017; Yan & Berliner, 2013; Yao, 2016; Zhang & 
Mi, 2010). For example, listening comprehension is an initial language problem when Chinese 
students first arrive in their host country (Yan & Berliner, 2013; Zhang & Mi, 2010), such as 
comprehending lectures because of the use of slang and the rapidity of speech (Li et al., 2017; 
Yan & Berliner, 2013). Oral communication in English is also another challenge for Chinese 
international students, such as actively participating in group discussions and communicating 
with peers and instructors (Zhang & Zhou, 2010), where challenges could include inaccurately 
pronouncing English words, using inappropriate English words and a lack of fluency when 
speaking English (Yan & Berliner, 2013). In addition, Chinese international students also 
complete reading materials too slowly and experience difficulty in grasping the main meaning 
of long and complex sentences, as well as writing with grammar and spelling mistakes, a lack 
of, or odd, writing style (Liu, 2013). Comparable to the literature for international students and 
Chinese international students, English proficiency has a vital influence on Chinese PGT 
students’ academic learning in the UK (Tian & Lowe, 2013; Liu, 2015; Wu & Hammond, 
2011). Chinese PGT students may struggle to follow lecturers because of language challenges, 
such as strong accents, speaking in a low voice and delivering course content at high speed 
(Tian & Lowe, 2009; Wu & Hammond, 2011). Based on the literature, although Chinese PGT 
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students explained that they would like to make some contributions to the group, often they do 
not understand what others are talking about and cannot find the exact words to express 
themselves (Tian & Lowe, 2009). Chinese PGT students note that they may need to take a 
word-by-word reading approach due to limited vocabulary and translate important passages 
into Chinese to fully understand reading materials (Liu, 2015). Writing English assignments 
has been reported as a significant challenge for Chinese PGT students. These students struggle 
to produce postgraduate written work using incorrect grammar and limited vocabulary (Rae, 
& Woodier & Harris, 2012). Therefore, international students face challenges of English 
listening, English speaking, English reading and English writing in their learning experience.   
 
Among the four basic language skills, numerous international student education studies have 
discovered that English reading tends to be the least difficult component, while writing is the 
most challenging obstacle for Chinese overseas students (Li et al., 2010; Zhang & Zhou, 2010). 
Chinese students have received thorough training in English reading in China and this skill 
becomes reinforced after they have read a large amount of reading material in the host country 
(Wolf & Phung, 2019; Zhang & Mi, 2010). Chinese international students who have spent 
more than two years studying in their host country have reported less language problems than 
those who have spent less than two years studying abroad (Zhang & Mi, 2010). Chinese 
international students experience less difficulties in listening and speaking after two years 
studying in their host country, whereas they still report having many difficulties in writing 
(Zhang & Mi, 2010). Thus, the international education literature suggests that academic writing 
appears to be a major challenge among Chinese overseas students regardless of their length of 
study in their host country (Zhang & Mi, 2010). 
 
Social Challenges  
English proficiency is a significant barrier for interactions between host-nationals and 
international students, Chinese international students and Chinese PGT students in the UK 
(Andrade, 2006; Busher et al., 2016; Newsome & Cooper, 2016; Schartner, 2015; Spencer-
Oatey et al., 2017; Taylor & Ali, 2017; Wu et al., 2015; Yao, 2016). English proficiency affects 
international students’ ability to understand conversations and communicate in English 
(Busher et al., 2016; Newsome & Cooper, 2016; Schartner, 2015; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). 
Furthermore, the insufficient English proficiency has ‘pushed’ these international students to 
form friendships with other internationals, rather than host-nationals. In contrast to the 
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language difficulties experienced in building friendships with host-nationals, international 
students find it easier to form international ties because students from other nationalities find 
themselves in a similar situation, where they may also experience English-language challenges 
and they could understand and support each other (Schartner, 2015). Chinese international 
students also commented that they feel less stressed speaking English with other overseas 
students than with host nationals, i.e., native English speakers (Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006).  
 
Chinese international students, report a conflict between the desire to improve their English 
proficiency and the desire to have Chinese friends; that is, Chinese students find it difficult to 
make friends with native-English speakers and connect with Chinese friends at the same time 
(Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). Chinese international students feel comfortable when talking to 
compatriots because of their shared language (Brown, 2009b). However, it is reported that 
spending a large amount of time with fellow Chinese limits opportunities to interact with non-
Chinese and hinders English-language improvement (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). Chinese 
students’ dilemma is that they can either associate with native-English speakers to improve 
their English proficiency or remain in their ‘Chinese circle’ to experience easy communication 
(Yan & Berliner, 2011). Time for social interaction is limited, and it is difficult to change social 
circles when you have established one. 
 
The oral component of English skills is important in social interactions with host-nationals and 
people from other nationalities. Within the context of oral English skills in Chinese education, 
the oral component of learning is not given the same importance as reading, writing and 
listening. While listening, reading and writing components of the English test are a compulsory 
part of language testing, oral English is not a compulsory part. Chinese students are only 
required to pass oral examinations in tests such as TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign 
Language) and IELTS (International English Language Testing System) when they decide to 
pursue international higher education (Xing & Bolden, 2019). Although many Chinese 
international students regard insufficient English proficiency to be a key challenging factor to 
interact with non-Chinese students, some believe insufficient spoken-English ability arises 
from students’ lack of confidence in their oral skills (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). The 
insufficient oral English ability comes from both lack of oral English learning experience and 
the confidence of English speaking.  
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English Improvement  
On a positive note, some international students observe that their English-language ability 
improves over time (Andrade, 2009). For example, while 39.2% of international students 
described their English-language skills as very strong upon entering university, 70.8% felt their 
English-language skills were very strong when they left university (Andrade, 2009). Moreover, 
Chinese international students make an effort to improve their English proficiency which 
demonstrates that it is possible to improve. They do so by practising English at every 
opportunity, e.g., living with other international students, making friends with home students, 
watching English TV programmes, talking to staff in shops, listening to Mass in church, and 
communicating with customers during part-time jobs (Liu, 2013). Studies indicate that Chinese 
international students experience language barriers in particular at the start of their studies in 
the UK, but they may be able to overcome this challenge over time, e.g., improved English 
listening and reading skills, and increased self-confidence to use English (Liu, 2013; Wang, 
2018). Despite language barriers, Chinese PGT students are willing to explore strategies to 
improve their English, such as learning from feedback, completing textbook exercises and 
utilising disciplined study habits (Wu & Hammond, 2011). Chinese international students’ 
proactive attitudes and efforts contribute towards their development of English proficiency.  
 
This subsection reviewed the literature on English proficiency for international students, 
Chinese international students and Chinese PGT students in the UK. This subsection presented 
academic and social challenges due to language barriers. Although inadequate English 
proficiency may cause various challenges, previous literature indicates that international 
students improve their English proficiency during their international study experience. The 
next subsection focuses on international students’ psychological experience. 
 
2.2.5 Psychological Experience  
In the field of Applied Psychology, psychological well-being is defined as “the combination of 
feeling good and functioning effectively” (Huppert, 2009, p. 137). Compared with home 
students, international students are more likely to experience severe psychological symptoms, 
e.g., stress, anxiety, depression, loneliness and homesickness (Han, Han, Luo, Jacobs, & Jean-
Baptiste, 2013; Redfern, 2016; Smith & Khawaja, 2011). Chinese international students may 
have a high risk of developing psychological issues because of the One-child Policy in China 
along with high familial expectations of success  (Chen, Liu, Zhao, & Yeung, 2015; Han et al., 
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2013). In US universities in general, 12.8% of students were diagnosed with depression and 
13% with anxiety; however, Chinese overseas students at Yale University noted 45% for 
depression symptoms and 29% for anxiety symptoms (Han et al., 2013). This subsection will 
discuss how English proficiency and social interactions are common predictors of international 
students’ psychological well-being. In addition, academic stress and seeking professional help 
as two unique factors for Chinese international students’ psychological experience due to high 
parental expectations of academic achievement and Chinese medical culture. 
 
English Proficiency  
English proficiency is one of the most important predictors for psychological symptoms 
according to a vast body of international student adjustment literature (Alharbi & Smith, 2018; 
Kim, 2011; Li, Wang, & Xiao, 2014; Yeh & Inose, 2003; Zhang & Goodson, 2011). Low levels 
of English proficiency may negatively affect international students’ academic performance and 
cause high levels of anxiety for overseas students (Kim, 2011). Moreover, overseas students 
reported poor command of English as a potential barrier when forming friendships with host-
nationals and other internationals (Alharbi & Smith, 2018; Ng, Haslam, Haslam, & Cruwys, 
2018), which may negatively affect international students’ psychological experience. In 
contrast, a thorough command of English supports international students to form friendships 
with people from different cultural backgrounds and to seek help from professional health 
services, both of which helps to improve international students’ psychological well-being by 
enabling them to access support from others (O’Reilly, Ryan, & Hickey, 2010). Similarly, 
Chinese international students also reported that language barriers affect their psychological 
well-being. For example, similar to other international students, language insufficiency could 
lead to Chinese students’ academic pressure and social isolation, which in turn exerts a negative 
impact on their psychological well-being (Bai, 2016; Mori, 2000). Language difficulty — such 
as speed or accent of lecturers and tutors, and lack of confidence to speak English in class — 
is the most frequently mentioned factor causing academic stress for Chinese international 
students. Additionally, Chinese international students attribute language barriers as a key 
reason for difficulties in forming friendships with those from different backgrounds (Cao et al., 
2018). Similarly, Chinese PGT students in the UK feel stressed and anxious due to inadequate 
English proficiency — such as the difficulties of understanding lectures, responding to 
questions from classmates or tutors (Zhu & Gao, 2012) — which can radically increase their 
academic stress. Chinese PGT students regard language barriers as a main reason for lack of 
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communication in class or daily activities, which further add to their level of anxiety and 
frustration (Gill, 2007; Zhu & Gao, 2012). Furthermore, Chinese PGT students reported that 
such pressure diminished their confidence, which in turn, negatively impacts their use of 
effective English (Gill, 2007). In summary, English proficiency affects international students’ 
academic performance, social interactions, daily communication as well as their confidence of 
using English.  
 
Social Interactions  
International students with greater social support appear to have fewer psychological 
symptoms (e.g., Ng et al., 2018; O’Reilly et al., 2010; Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland, & 
Ramia, 2008; Zhang & Goodson, 2011).  With international students feeling disconnected from 
family and friends back in their home country, they tend to find it hard to make new friends, 
which may lead to loneliness and homesickness and have negative consequences for their well-
being (Ng et al., 2018; Sawir et al., 2008). High levels of social support could then help 
international students to cope with the initial stress and loneliness caused by adapting to a host 
country (O’Reilly et al., 2010). On the positive side, international students may form 
friendships with co-nationals and use communication technology to maintain existing 
relationships back home and build new social networks in the host country, which can facilitate 
international students’ social connectedness (Ng et al., 2018). Chinese international students’ 
social interactions could also affect their psychological experience due to loneliness and a lack 
of belongingness (Gu, 2009; Liu, 2013; Wang, 2018). To elaborate, Chinese international 
students may lack time for their social life because they spend considerable time on their 
academic study; therefore, making friends with host-nationals and other international students 
could be an additional stressor (Gu, 2009; Wang, 2018). Stress may also be caused by cultural 
reasons, such as discomfort about the UK’s clubbing culture (Gu, 2009; Wang, 2018), and by 
language barriers, such as feeling stressed and anxious when speaking English with home 
students (Liu, 2013; Wang, 2018). In summary, whereas ineffective social interactions can 
produce psychological symptoms, effective social interactions can provide strong support as 
coping strategies.   
 
Academic Stress  
Academic stress is viewed as a major contributor to depression and anxiety symptoms among 
Chinese international student group (Han et al., 2013; Wang, 2018; Yan & Berliner, 2009). It 
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is worth noting that Chinese international students’ academic stress could uniquely be 
attributed to the emphasis on academic success from Chinese traditional culture. The One-child 
Policy and the Cultural Revolution in China can explain high expectations of academic success 
from Chinese students’ parents (Redfern, 2016). Due to the One-child Policy implemented in 
Mainland China in the 1970s, most Chinese students are an only child. Current Chinese 
students’ parents are a generation that has experienced the Cultural Revolution, which has 
limited their opportunities for academic achievement. Chinese students’ parents, therefore, 
have rigid and high expectations about their child’s academic success, which places 
tremendous pressure on Chinese students to meet these expectations; a situation which has 
increased Chinese students’ experience of symptoms of depression (Chen et al., 2015; Settles, 
Sheng, Zang, & Zhao, 2012). Due to this emphasis on academic achievement, Chinese 
international students usually experience greater academic stress than other student groups  
(Liu, 2009; Wei, Heppner, Mallen, Ku, Liao, & Wu, 2007; Yan & Berliner, 2009). Moreover, 
Chinese PGT students in the UK report academic stress due to different learning styles between 
China and the UK. Compared with Chinese academic culture that usually uses one textbook, 
Chinese PGT students feel stressed to finish the reading list in the UK (Tian & Low, 2012).  
Additionally, in a Chinese educational context, a high score with few comments means a good 
standard of course work has been met, whereas lecturers in the UK tend to provide more 
feedback on academic writing. Thus, Chinese students may misunderstand the purpose of 
feedback and regard feedback as a symbol of poor coursework and study abilities, leading to 
discouragement and depression (Tian & Lowe, 2013). Therefore, for the various reasons listed 
above, Chinese international students are more likely to experience higher levels of academic 
stress than other international student groups.  
 
Seeking Professional Help  
Chinese international students are at high risk of developing psychological issues; yet, they do 
not usually seek professional psychological help (Chen et al., 2015; Han et al., 2013; Li, Liu, 
Wei, & Lan, 2013; Lu, Dear, Johnston, Wootton, & Titov, 2014; Tang, Reilly, & Dickson, 
2012). Unlike Western countries that have studied psychological symptoms systematically, the 
Chinese concept of mental illness is not separate from physical illness due to traditional 
Chinese culture (Han et al., 2013; Liu, 2009). Since Chinese international students have a 
limited knowledge of psychological symptoms (e.g., they do not know the symptoms for stress, 
anxiety and low mood), they appear to perceive that their symptoms are not severe enough to 
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seek help (Lu et al., 2014), or they seek medical help for physical issues, such as stomach aches 
and headaches — although these problems may be psychological (Lin & Yi, 1997). 
Additionally, inadequate language proficiency hinders effective communication, which could 
negatively affect the interpretation of psychological stressors and diagnosis and treatment 
(Sentell, Shumway, & Snowden, 2007). Due to cultural and practical reasons, Chinese 
international students tend not to seek professional psychological help and the support seems 
less effective.   
 
In summary, this subsection has included the psychological experience of international students, 
Chinese international students and Chinese PGT students. English proficiency and social 
interactions are the two most essential factors in their overall educational experience in an 
international setting such as the UK. Academic stress and seeking professional help are distinct 
factors for Chinese international students’ psychological well-being due to high family 
expectations of academic achievement and medical and cultural reasons. Chinese PGT students 
may experience similar psychological challenges as international students and Chinese 
international students, in general, but the same experience could be more stressful among 
Chinese PGT students as they must complete their study within one year (Gill, 2007; Quan et 
al., 2016). Overall, the reviewed literature in Section 2.2 suggests that motivations to study 
abroad, academic, social, linguistic and psychological experience all interact with and 
influence each other. The next section will discuss Chinese and Western students’ learning 
beliefs.  
 
2.3 Chinese and Western Learning Beliefs 
Learning beliefs in the west and east tend to be different. In investigating the experiences of 
international students, particularly Chinese international students, that learning beliefs differ is 
a crucial point since cultural beliefs about learning exert an important influence on individual’s 
motivation for learning as well as actual learning and achievement (Li, 2005). In terms of 
Chinese and Western learning beliefs, Tweed and Lehman (2002) propose a Confucian-
Socratic framework and Li (2005) proposes mind-oriented and virtue-oriented learning.  
 
Whereas the Socratic model in the west aims to find the “truth” or generate knowledge, the 
Confucian model in China is about moral striving (Li, 2003). Determined by the Socratic model 
shows that culturally speaking, Western learners learn to question, to evaluate, to hold self-
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generated knowledge in esteem, to focus on error to evoke doubt, and to search for knowledge. 
Socrates frequently questions beliefs from others and his own. He evaluates knowledge by 
asking people gradually deeper and more probing questions. Compared with beliefs accepted 
by others, Socrates believes everyone must find “truth” within himself or herself, and highly 
values self-generated knowledge. Socrates comments that doubt is the first step in gaining 
knowledge, and thus Socrates would reveal errors in other’s answers. Socrates believes 
learning should lead to knowledge, but not necessarily true belief. Socrates believes knowledge 
contains rational justification for beliefs, and true beliefs are held without rational justification 
(Tweed & Lehman, 2002).  
 
In contrast, the Confucius model indicates that culturally speaking, Chinese learners value 
effortful learning, behavioural reform, pragmatic learning, the acquisition of essential 
knowledge and respectful learning. Confucius highly values effort over ability. He would teach 
anyone to learn without consideration of their abilities. Confucius believes a primary goal of 
leaning is behavioural reform and virtuous behaviour can help achieve personal success and 
harmony in society. Confucius believes that learning is not only to search for knowledge, but 
for self-improvement or to obtain a career. Confucius encourages students to acquire essential 
knowledge, but not to create ideas. Confucius also expects students to respect and obey the 
authorities (Tweed & Lehman, 2002). Similarly, Chinese international students value putting 
effort into their academic study; especially concerning the learning of basic subject knowledge, 
and they respect lecturers and follow their instructions.   
 
It can be argued that Western learning beliefs tend to be mind-oriented and Chinese learning 
beliefs tend to be virtue-oriented. Mind-oriented learning in the west refers to the use of mental 
functions to understand the world, to develop personal skills and to realise personal goals, 
whereas virtue-orientation in China emphasises a moral tone, as described in the previous 
paragraph, regarding the whole person (Li, 2005). More specifically, mind-oriented learning is 
characterised by active engagement, exploration and inquiry, critical thinking, and self-
expression and communication. In the Western learning process, the active nature of learning 
is emphasised, rather than what is being learned or what approaches are being used. For 
instance, in the west students are commonly encouraged to search for sources, read materials 
and write essays on their own. Western learners are encouraged to raise questions and to 
explore answers by themselves. Western learning emphasised the mind and thinking is a great 
   35 
 
 
power of the mind. There are three levels of thinking: pure mental processes (e.g., logic, 
compare and contrast, break things down, make connections, etc.), thinking geared toward 
understanding (e.g., to explain given concepts, to generate hypotheses, to predict relevant 
phenomena, to create new ways to think about the original topic) and critical thinking. Critical 
thinking is viewed as a means to help the learner to seek truth and the learner is then encouraged 
to ask questions and challenge authority. Critical thinking also helps the learner keep tolerant 
toward different views and facilitate the learner to examine own possible bias. Western learning 
also emphasises the ability to communicate with others, particularly verbal communication. 
Teachers develop students’ ability to speak and express their ideas; for instance, by telling 
students that there are no right or wrong answers to encourage group discussion (Li, 2012).  
 
In contrast, virtue-oriented learning in China tends to be characterised by earnestness/sincerity, 
diligence/self-exertion, endurance of hardship and perseverance and concentration. 
Earnestness/sincerity refers to individuals who are serious about their learning. This virtue can 
be demonstrated by following teachers’ guidance in the classroom; for instance, students are 
considered to demonstrate a lack of earnestness/sincerity if they fail to complete homework 
without legitimate reasons. Completing assigned study tasks of high quality and in a timely 
fashion is a direct way for Chinese students to demonstrate they are eager to learn. The virtue 
of diligence/self-exertion includes, at least, three components: familiarising oneself with the 
learning material, practising, and achieving refined and perfected mastery. Familiarity is the 
first step towards basic knowledge of the material. During the practising stage, Chinese learners 
are encouraged to ensure sufficient time for practice, reach the desired knowledge level, such 
as gaining new insights from reviewing materials, and make an effort to compensate for 
insufficient talent or ability. Refined and perfected mastery is the ultimate goal, where 
individuals understand a topic profoundly and use it effortlessly. Therefore, learning is not 
regarded as a fun process for Chinese learners because learning is not simply academic, but a 
personal moral commitment. Arguably, hard work is expected from Chinese students; they are 
expected to learn, and learning is about more than subject knowledge. It is also about how to 
be a good person. The virtue of hardship includes the hardship of the learning process, which 
refers to the challenge of devoting time to learn things well and to learn difficult subjects or 
skills. Perseverance emphasise completion of the whole learning process from start to finish, 
and, as Chinese learning culture emphasises, that the learner requires quiet time and space to 
study and to reflect on their learning (Li, 2012). This section outlined the contrasts between 
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value-orientated Chinese learning and mind-orientated Western learning beliefs. The final 
section of this chapter discusses the theoretical frameworks considered for this study. 
 
2.4 Theoretical Frameworks 
Of the numerous theories that could be used to understand international student experience, I 
explored three significant theories: Mindset Theory, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and The 
Functional Model of Friendship Networks. I finally decided to use Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
Needs and The Functional Model of Friendship Networks as the two theoretical frameworks 
in this study.  
 
Mindset theory refers to implicit theories that individuals hold regarding the nature of 
intelligence. Carol Dweck (1986), a psychology professor at Stanford University, coined the 
terms a fixed mindset and a growth mindset. To explain these terms, stating that students have 
more of a fixed mindset implies that students hold a “fixed” theory of intelligence, which means 
that they regard intelligence as fixed so that it cannot be changed. Stating that students have 
more of a “growth” theory of intelligence, means that students regard intelligence as malleable 
and that it can be developed (Dweck, 1986). More specifically, individuals with more of a fixed 
mindset tend to avoid challenges, give up easily, see effort as useless, ignore useful negative 
feedback and feel threatened by the success of others. In contrast, individuals with more of a 
growth mindset appear to embrace challenges, persist through difficulties, value effort, are 
open to criticism and learn from the success of others (Dweck, 2017).  
 
Mindset theory, arguably, can offer a better understanding of Chinese international student 
experience because it could help to explain how Chinese PGT students adapt to a new academic 
and social culture during transition. As outlined in the above chapter, Chinese international 
students studying a master’s degree in the UK can experience a number of challenges: 
academic, social, linguistic and psychological. It is worth stressing, that students’ mindsets 
play an important role when students face academic challenges (Costa & Faria, 2018). 
Additionally, mindsets may not have influence until students are facing a challenging transition 
(Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Grant & Dweck, 2003). A growth mindset 
facilitates better learning and achievement in students, in particular during challenging 
transitions or in difficult modules (Paunesku, Walton, Romero, Smith, Yeager, & Dweck, 
2015). For example, facing the challenge of academic writing, Chinese international students 
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with more of a growth mindset are more likely to learn how to improve their academic writing 
and strive to learn from available resources, whereas students with more of a fixed mindset 
may abandon trying to improve their academic writing. Therefore, mindset theory may help 
researchers in this area to observe and explain different adaptation patterns between Chinese 
Master’s students with more of a growth mindset and those with more of a fixed mindset.  
 
However, there are some critiques of mindset theory. One criticism is that Dweck’s research is 
not replicable (Li & Bates, 2017). Opposed to the concept that mindsets predict students’ 
grades and improve learning over time, research found out that there is no relationship between 
students’ mindsets and their school grades (Li & Bates, 2017). Dweck responded to this critique, 
that replication needs to be conducted genuinely and thoughtfully by professional researchers; 
for instance, Dweck argued that the failure of replication was because researchers did not create 
the right conditions, since she and her colleagues strove on each question and to create a context 
where the phenomenon may emerge (Chivers, 2017). Moreover, it is argued that the research 
on growth mindset is “not wrong, but incomplete” e.g., in terms of education of boys and men 
of colour (Hilton, 2017). The concept of a growth mindset emphasises affirming efforts, and 
thus leads educators to endeavour to produce better achievement in students. It is claimed that 
educators should affirm students’ abilities and their attempts. As explained, Black boys and 
men do not usually receive affirmation of their intelligence, but affirming students’ ability is 
one of the most important practices for Black students in college (Hilton, 2017).  
 
2.4.1 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs  
Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a motivational theory in the field of psychology. 
Maslow proposed that human needs are organised in a hierarchy (see Figure 2-1 below). The 
most widespread version of Maslow’s theory involves five motivational needs: physiological, 
safety, love and belongingness, esteem, and self-actualisation (Maslow, 1943, 1954). This five-
stage model has been expanded twice, first into a seven-stage model to include cognitive and 
aesthetic needs (Maslow, 1970a), and second into an eight-stage model to include 
transcendence needs (Maslow, 1970b).  
 
All the above needs are categorised as either deficiency or growth needs. Deficiency needs 
include the following: physiological, safety, love and belongingness, and esteem. Growth 
needs include the remaining four motivational needs: cognitive, aesthetic, self-actualization 
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and transcendence. According to this theory, deficiency needs emerge due to deprivation; 
likewise, the motivation to meet such needs decreases when these needs are met. In contrast, 
growth needs emerge from the desire to grow as a person, and the motivation for such needs 
will increase when the needs are met (McLeod, 2020).  
 
 
Figure 2-1 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 2014) 
 
The first level of needs in the hierarchy is physiological needs referring to “the need for the 
body to work in unison to accomplish the task of basic survival” (Poston, 2009, p. 349). 
Physiological needs include a person’s requirements for water, shelter, warmth, sex and sleep 
(Maslow & Frager, 1987).  
 
The second level of needs in the hierarchy is safety needs. When a person’s physiological needs 
have been met, their safety needs emerge. Safety needs include security, stability, protection, 
freedom from fear, anxiety and chaos, etc. For instance, individuals can meet their safety needs 
financially by obtaining a stable job, starting a savings account and paying for personal 
insurance (Maslow, 2014; Maslow & Frager, 1987). A broader understanding of safety needs 
can be a person’s preference for the familiar rather than the unfamiliar; for example, through 
participation in social rituals. Thus, some people are motivated by safety needs to learn a 
religion or world philosophy (Maslow, 2014).  
Transcende
nce needs
Self-
actualization 
needs
Aesthetic needs
Cognitive needs
Esteem needs
Love and Belonging needs
Safety needs
Physiological needs
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The third level of needs in the hierarchy is belongingness and love. Love needs include giving 
and receiving affection, while the need for belongingness may arise for individuals who move 
often, and thus are separated from family and friends or are newcomers into an area (Maslow 
& Frager, 1987). Individuals can feel a sense of belongingness when they focus on the need to 
build relationships with others, including close friends, partners and children, and other social 
groups (Poston, 2009). Social groups can decrease a person’s feelings of loneliness and 
strangeness, and increase their feelings of belongingness and togetherness by forming bonds 
with others (Maslow & Frager, 1987). 
 
The fourth level of needs in the hierarchy is esteem. Esteem needs refer to the desire for stable 
esteem for themselves (self-esteem) and from others (respect). Two categories of esteem needs 
are 1) the desire for strength, achievement, competence, confidence and independence, and 2) 
the desire for reputation or prestige, dominance, importance and dignity (Maslow, 2014; 
Maslow & Frager, 1987). For instance, Chinese international students may satisfy their esteem 
needs by achieving academic success and taking a leadership role in a group.  
 
In Maslow’s five-stage model, self-actualization is on the fifth level of needs. Self-actualization 
is defined as “people’s desire for self-fulfilment, namely, the tendency for them to become 
actualised in what they are potentially” (Maslow, 2014, p. 225). Self-actualizers focus on what 
they consider the most important characteristics to define themselves by (Poston, 2009). 
Maslow has identified 15 characteristics of a self-actualised person, including perceiving 
reality and tolerating uncertainty, accepting themselves and others for what they are, being 
spontaneous in thought and action, being problem-centred, having an unusual sense of humour, 
objectively perceiving life, being highly creative, being resistant to enculturation, being 
concerned for the welfare of humanity, deeply appreciating basic life experience, having deep 
interpersonal relationships, having peak experiences, having the need for privacy, holding 
democratic attitudes and having strong ethical standards (Maslow & Frager, 1987).  
 
In Maslow’s seven- and eight-stage models, cognitive and aesthetic needs and then 
transcendence needs have been added. Cognitive needs refer to the desire to know and to 
understand knowledge (Maslow & Frager, 1987). For instance, individuals may have the desire 
to be aware of reality, to acquire facts, to satisfy curiosity, to organise, to analyse and seek 
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meaning (Maslow, 2014). Aesthetic needs denote the appreciation and exploration of beauty, 
balance, form, etc. (McLeod, 2020). Transcendence needs indicate how individuals are 
motivated by values that transcend beyond the personal self (McLeod, 2020) and the desire to 
help others to achieve self-actualization (McLeod, 2020), which is regarded as “the highest 
level of psychological development” (Colman, 2015, pp. 678–679).  
 
Individuals must meet lower level needs before progressing to satisfy higher level needs. When 
other higher-level needs emerge, the new need dominates the organism. The lower needs are 
more powerful than the higher needs. The more needs are met, the better the psychological 
health of the individual (Maslow, 2014; Maslow & Frager, 1987). As a simple illustration, 
Chinese PGT students may need to satisfy academic needs before other needs, since academic 
achievement is the primary goal of studying in the UK. The more the total needs of Chinese 
PGT students are met, the better their psychological health. 
 
However, there are some exceptions in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Although lower level 
needs need to be met before progressing to meet higher level needs, a need does not need to be 
satisfied 100%. Instead, individuals’ focus will be on their next needs when a deficit need has 
been reasonably satisfied. Moreover, individuals may not follow a strict order of hierarchy; for 
example, some people may view self-esteem needs as more important than love and belonging 
needs (Maslow & Frager, 1987). Other individuals may lose certain level of needs, e.g., losing 
the desire for social needs after starving for love for some time (Maslow & Frager, 1987). In 
addition, people’s behaviours are simultaneously motivated by multiple needs, rather than only 
one (Maslow & Frager, 1987).  
 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs seems to be an appropriate theoretical framework in this study, 
since it is widely recognised that international students experience various challenges when 
studying abroad. Using the principles of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, international students 
must meet their needs to overcome challenges and increase their satisfaction in their overall 
experience. Although Maslow’s theory may apply to all students, there is an argument that this 
theory is more applicable to international students who are likely to face more critical 
challenges than domestic students. We could imagine a scenario where an international student 
first focuses on meeting their physiological needs, such as food, accommodation and clothing. 
Then, having met their initial physiological needs, the student focuses on safety needs due to 
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living in a new environment, alone or with other people. This is in sharp contrast with a 
domestic student since meeting their physiological and safety needs as they are usually familiar 
with the environment, in terms of language and cultural traditions, plus have ongoing 
connections with family and friends, and financial support (Owens & Loomes, 2010). 
Furthermore, applying Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs within the context of international student 
experience tend to be non-existent, but could potentially offer fresh and interesting insights to 
understand their experience.  
 
2.4.2 The Functional Model of Friendship Networks  
The Functional Model of Friendship Networks (FMFN) was proposed by Bochner, McLeod, 
and Lin (1977) to research the development of international students’ friendship patterns. Their 
study found that international students tend to belong to three distinct social networks, and that 
each serves important but distinct psychological functions. International students’ primary 
network is co-national, consisting of bonds between people from the same home country. The 
main function of this co-national network is to affirm and express their culture of origin. 
International students’ secondary network is bicultural, consisting of bonds between 
international students and host-nationals. The main function of the host-national network is to 
facilitate international students’ academic and professional aspirations. International students’ 
tertiary network is multicultural, consisting of bonds between international students and 
multicultural friends and acquaintances, e.g., people from neither their home nor host country. 
The main function of this multicultural network is recreational (Bochner et al., 1977). 
International students’ social network may depend on different contexts and the quality of the 
interaction between Chinese PGT students and other networks. For example, a very close 
emotional bond developed with people via a tertiary network can, arguably, fulfil the role of 
the other two networks. 
 
Overall, key results from prior studies with the FMFN are as follows. Previous studies have 
shown that the co-national friendship network is international students’ primary friendship 
network (Furnham & Alibhai, 1985; Maundeni, 2001; Neri & Ville, 2008). This situation 
means that fellow Chinese students are the primary social connection for Chinese international 
students. Co-national friendship is beneficial for international students as students offer one 
another cultural and emotional support (Furnham & Alibhai, 1985; Maundeni, 2001). For 
example, when some Chinese international students are frustrated with academic study, fellow 
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Chinese students may take them to have Chinese food to comfort them and discuss academic 
challenges in Chinese. However, a co-national friendship network may hinder international 
students establishing friendships with host-nationals (Church, 1982), developing English-
language proficiency and adjusting to the host country’s environment (Maundeni, 2001).  
 
In terms of a host-national network, international students generally show a strong desire to 
interact with host-nationals (Church, 1982; Schartner, 2015), but report a disappointment at 
their failure to contact with host-nationals (Brown, 2009a; Schartner, 2015; Spencer-Oatey & 
Xiong, 2006). In contrast, some Chinese international students may regard forming friendships 
with host-nationals as unnecessary because they plan to finish their studies and return to work 
in China. Yet there are advantages to forming a host-national network: it can provide academic 
and language help for international students (Furnham & Alibhai, 1985), reduce levels of stress 
(Redmond & Bunyi, 1993) and social difficulties (Ward and Kennedy, 1993). On the other 
hand, some main reasons for the difficulty of limited contact with host-nationals include 
language barriers (Kudo & Simkin, 2003), perceived discrimination (Leong & Ward, 2000), a 
clash of cultural values (Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006), a lack of interest and initiative from 
host-nationals (Schartner, 2015) and a high density of international student numbers on the 
host campus (Schartner, 2015).  
 
Regarding the multicultural network, international ties tend to be underexplored (Young et al., 
2013), but some recent studies show an increasing interest in ‘international ties’ (Kashima & 
Loh, 2006; Montgomery & McDowell, 2009). Hendrickson et al. (2011) observed that amongst 
84 international students who completed a friendship network survey at a Hawaiian University, 
international students who were friends with other international students learned other cultures 
apart from the host culture. Additionally, Schartner (2015) argued that international ties are 
vital for international students’ psychological well-being and a sense of belonging.  
 
The current study is deemed suitable to employ The Functional Model of Friendship Networks 
and could possibly make contributions from gaps from the literature as follows. Although key 
research studies by Bochner et al. (1977) and Furnham and Alibhai (1985) have investigated 
the friendship networks of international students, there is a limited number of studies have 
investigated the friendship networks of international students  (Maundeni, 2001; Neri & Ville, 
2008) to build on this seminal work, and particularly to explore the experiences of Chinese 
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international students and Chinese PGT students in the UK. Moreover, relevant research has 
considerably employed quantitative design and typically counted the number of friends of 
international students in the host country (Hendrickson et al., 2011), it is thus proposed future 
research adopt a longitudinal approach to monitor the international students’ social ties over 
time using qualitative methods (Schartner, 2015). Since only a few studies have investigated 
the applicability of The Functional Model of Friendship Networks in a UK higher education 
context and potential changes over time (Schartner, 2015), it could help address how Chinese 
postgraduate taught students’ social network influences their transitional experience. Chinese 
postgraduate taught students’ social network may show similar and different functions 
compared with other international students and undergraduate and doctoral students. Finally, 
the current study could help fill the gap to investigate Chinese international students’ social 
network in the UK context by using this framework within the context of a qualitative and 
longitudinal study. This is appropriate because the influence of Chinese international students’ 
social network in the current study could be explored in more detail by qualitative interviews 
and with possible changes over time by a longitudinal approach across the very intensive 
master’s programmes.  
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Chapter 3 Methods  
 
3.1 Overview  
This chapter will present the overall methodological considerations for this phenomenological 
research. It begins with a description of the overall research design, and the qualitative 
methodology, phenomenology, and the longitudinal approach undertaken (Section 3.2). Then 
it progresses to discuss the research instruments, including interviews and visual methods 
(Section 3.3). It next describes and explains in detail the research procedure comprised of a 
pilot study, participant recruitment and the main data collection and, lastly, data analysis 
(Section 3.4). Finally, within the context of this qualitative longitudinal research, this chapter 
discusses ethical considerations, and reliability and validity (Sections 3.5 and 3.6).  
 
3.2 Research Design  
This section will present the overall research design for this qualitative longitudinal research, 
which investigated the experience of thirty-four Chinese international students’ adaptation to 
the UK’s academic and social culture across an academic year.  
 
3.2.1 Overall Research Design 
I aim to answer two research questions through this research:  
1) How do Chinese postgraduate taught students adapt to a new academic and social 
culture during the transition process?  
2) How do their social connections influence their transitional experience in the UK?  
 
With a view to answering the two research questions above, this research employed a 
qualitative longitudinal approach in this phenomenological research. Figure 3-1 provides a 
visual overview of the entire research process. Interviews were conducted with thirty-four 
Chinese postgraduate taught (PGT) students at the beginning and near the end of the academic 
year with the support of photo-elicitation and diagrammatic-elicitation techniques. 
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was then adopted as an approach to data 
analysis. Further explanations of each of these methodological decisions and rationales will be 
provided in the following sections.  
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Figure 3-1 Overall Research Design 
 
3.2.2 Qualitative Methodology  
A qualitative approach was adopted to examine the transitional experiences of Chinese PGT 
students in the UK. The reasons why qualitative research methods were selected for this 
research will be explained from the perspectives of ontology, epistemology and methodology 
(see Figure 3-2 below). The advantages and limitations of using a qualitative approach will 
then be discussed accordingly.  
 
                     
 
Figure 3-2 Philosophical Comparisons between Qualitative and Quantitative 
Research (Bryman, 2016) 
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In terms of ontological considerations, constructionism is more suitable than objectivism in 
this study. Objectivism is defined as an ontological position that asserts that “social phenomena 
and their meanings have an existence that is independent of social actors”; in contrast, 
constructionism is an ontological position that asserts that “social phenomena and their 
meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors” (Bryman, 2016, p. 29). In other 
words, objectivism proposes that reality exists independently and in similar ways, whereas 
constructionism refers to the existence of multiple realities because reality is open to subjective 
interpretation. Arguably, Chinese PGT students’ experiences in the UK differ based on each 
individual’s experience and interpretation, which is in line with the concept of constructionism.  
 
This study has chosen the position of interpretivism over positivism concerning its 
epistemological concerns. Positivism refers to the epistemological position that natural science 
methods are suitable for social research because human behaviour is governed by law-like 
regularities (Ormston, Spencer, Barnard, & Snape, 2014). Interpretivism, in contrast, holds the 
position that natural science methods are unsuitable for social research because human 
behaviour and the social world is not governed by law-like regularities, and therefore 
researchers need to explore and understand the social world through the perspectives of 
participants and researchers themselves (Ormston et al., 2014). One could argue that 
epistemological positioning is fundamentally different between the subject matter in the social 
sciences and the natural sciences as the purpose of the natural sciences is to generate law-like 
propositions, whereas the aim of the social sciences is to understand subjectively meaningful 
experiences (Ormston et al., 2014). The positivist approach emphasises explaining human 
behaviour, whereas the interpretivist approach emphasises our understanding of human 
behaviour (Bryman, 2016). Thus, to explore and understand Chinese PGT students’ experience 
from the perspectives of students and the researcher is consistent with interpretivism.  
 
Regarding methodology, adopting a qualitative approach is more appropriate than a 
quantitative approach for this phenomenological research. Quantitative research tends to be 
more suitable to explore social facts or the causes of a phenomenon (Silverman, 2017), whereas 
topics more suitable for qualitative studies include understanding how people perceive 
contextual situations or respond to social interactions in real-life situations (Hennink, Hutter, 
& Bailey, 2011). The first research question in this study attempts to investigate the transitional 
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experience of Chinese PGT students in the UK, including how they perceive or respond to 
situations, such as how they perceive cultural differences between China and the UK, and how 
they adapt to British academic culture. The second research question aims to explore the role 
of Chinese PGT students’ social connections, such as how interaction with fellow Chinese 
students could provide academic and emotional support. A qualitative approach, therefore, 
helps to answer the research questions in this study.  
 
Moreover, qualitative methodology emphasises context and process. Qualitative studies tend 
to provide a more detailed description than quantitative research (Bryman, 2016), which is 
significant for understanding the research subject within the context of social behaviour; 
particularly, in phenomenological research such as this study. In addition, qualitative studies 
emphasise processes. With the purpose of exploring Chinese PGT students’ experience in the 
UK, a qualitative methodology helped me capture a detailed account of these students’ 
experiences, understand their experiences in a British context, and identify how their 
experiences changed over time. Furthermore, qualitative studies have more flexibility than 
quantitative research. For instance, it is possible to pursue a change of direction in a qualitative 
study compared to a quantitative study; for example, probing a question that participants 
passionately responded to. During data collection, there may also be some crucial perspectives 
that I have not considered. Therefore, compared with the stricter planned design of quantitative 
methods, qualitative methods allowed me greater flexibility, which allowed me to collect 
missing, but significant data, such as unexpected responses, and provide more comprehensive 
research findings. 
 
However, critiques on qualitative research methods argue that it is, arguably challenging to 
generalise qualitative findings to the broader population because the method is not designed to 
do so. Nonetheless, the aim of qualitative research is to generalise to theory instead of focusing 
on populations. Thus, research participants in qualitative research are not meant to represent 
the general population, rather it is the quality of theoretical inferences that is important 
(Bryman, 2016). In addition, qualitative research has been criticised for being unclear about 
the research process, such as participant recruitment, data collection and data analysis (Bryman, 
2016). Computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS), e.g., NVivo, has 
become commonly used, which leads to high transparency when analysing qualitative data 
(Bryman, 2016). This research has been assisted by NVivo and Scrivener during the data 
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analysis process, to increase the transparency of the qualitative research process, and allow 
others to more easily evaluate its level of rigour and credibility. 
 
3.2.3 Phenomenology  
In terms of approaches, various factors must be considered when conducting qualitative 
research, and despite observable similarities, each approach has a different focus (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016). Based on the overarching purpose of this study and the features of different 
approaches, phenomenology was deemed most appropriate compared with ethnography and 
grounded theory. Aligned with the phenomenological approach, Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was selected as a suitable approach for the analysis of this 
study.  
 
I will discuss various approaches to justify which one is most apt for this research. These 
approaches will be considered against my research questions: 1) How do Chinese postgraduate 
taught students adapt to a new academic and social culture during the transition process? and 
2) How do their social connections influence their transitional experience in the UK? Starting 
with ethnography, ethnography is defined as “a qualitative design in which the researcher 
describes and interprets the shared and learned patterns of values, behaviours, beliefs and 
language of a culture-sharing group” (Harris, 1968, as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 90). 
Ethnography originates from anthropology; thus, the concept of culture is of great importance. 
The core question in ethnography concerns the culture of a group of people and in which ways 
the culture could explain their perspectives and behaviours (Patton, 2015). Ethnographic 
researchers could investigate entire cultural groups, e.g., American expatriates in Costa Rica 
(Spencer, 2011) single cases or cultural settings, e.g., two immigrant families in Australia 
(Markose, Symes, & Hellstén, 2011). Ethnographic research typically employs three kinds of 
data collection: interviews, observations and documents (Hammersley, 1990, as cited in 
Genzuk, 2003). Participant observation is a key methodological approach involved in 
ethnography, which requires intensive fieldwork in which the investigator is immersed in the 
culture under study (Creswell & Poth, 2018), and stays close to the day-to-day lives of research 
participants to develop an insider’s view of what is happening (Genzuk, 2003). It is necessary 
for the researcher to learn about the culture of the group of participants to provide valid 
explanations for the behaviours of participants (Genzuk, 2003). 
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The main advantage of ethnography over other methodologies is to observe actions and 
behaviours, rather than only opinions and attitudes (Gobo & Marciniak, 2016) because what 
people say happens is not often what actually happens. Accordingly, ethnographers may 
identify unexpected issues to provide a more accurate picture of actions and behaviours as they 
occur (Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 2012). Compared with interviews, for instance, participants 
may neglect what actually happened for certain reasons, but observation could verify responses 
in participants’ usual settings. Also, during an interview, the researcher may fail to ask certain 
questions and participants may not mention some issues, which makes it easy to miss important 
data. Participant observation, however, could make unexpected issues apparent to the 
researcher. Therefore, employing ethnography for observation is helpful in this study to 
achieve detailed and rich data, and lead to a deeper understanding of Chinese PGT students’ 
experiences in the UK.  
 
However, ethnography has its shortcomings. Ethnography is an open and inductive approach 
and unlimited by the testing of explicit hypotheses. It is argued that assumptions built into 
hypotheses may fail to discover the true nature of the phenomenon in question (Genzuk, 2003). 
Hypotheses could be developed with the understanding of a context grows; thereby, 
ethnographic researchers usually commence observations without a specific direction, which 
can be confusing for novice researchers (Jackson, 2016). Additionally, ethnographic research 
generally requires intensive data collection over a long time to become immersed in settings 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Participants in this study were studying on a one-year master’s 
programme; long-term immersion, due to the short duration of the master’s, was challenging. 
Thus, to provide a representative picture of Chinese PGT students’ experience, participants 
were recruited across disciplines, which means participants were in different settings and 
caused other challenges in managing observations. In summary, ethnography was not suitable 
in this study due to the challenge of intensive data collection.  
 
Grounded theory is defined as “a qualitative research design in which the inquirer generates a 
general explanation (a theory) of a process, an action, or an interaction shaped by the views of 
a large number of participants” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 82). Grounded theory studies focus 
on a process or an action with distinct phases that occur over time, e.g., the process of 
developing a general education programme and supporting a faculty to become good 
researchers (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Grounded theory ultimately aims to develop a theory of 
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the process or action in question (Creswell & Poth, 2018). For instance, a theory of faculty 
support may show how a faculty is supported over time, by specific resources, actions or 
outcomes from individuals that enhance the performance of a faculty member (Creswell & 
Brown, 1992, as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018).  
 
Grounded theory researchers commence with no pre-existing hypotheses, but allow a theory to 
emerge directly from the data (Charmaz, 2015). Starting from the data, grounded theory would 
enable the collection of an accurate first-hand experience of Chinese PGT students in the UK 
and would be flexible enough to consider theoretical ideas without being affected by pre-
existing hypotheses. Grounded theory requires line-by-line coding, which encourages 
researchers to gain a close relationship with the data (Urquhart, 2013). Staying close to the data 
could help focus on Chinese PGT students’ experiences, explore specific details and shape a 
more in-depth understanding of their experience. A major contribution of grounded theory is 
the dynamic interplay of data collection and analysis (Charmaz & Henwood, 2017; Payne, 
2007). Researchers using grounded theory start analysing data from the beginning of data 
collection and through inductive theoretical analysis check and refine theoretical ideas while 
keeping these ideas grounded in the data. This back-and-forth process between data collection 
and analysis could help generate more abstract and precise emerging categories (Charmaz & 
Henwood, 2017) as constant comparison between data collection and analysis could increase 
the precision of categories which represent Chinese PGT students’ experience in the UK. 
Additionally, grounded theory’s thorough and systematic procedure facilitates the 
understanding of complex behaviours and meanings (Hawker & Kerr, 2007). As a novice 
researcher, it is helpful to conduct research with a clear guideline and a rigorous examination 
provided by grounded theory. Chinese PGT students’ experience is complex with a wide range 
of elements, and grounded theory with its thorough and systematic procedure could help 
understand the complexity of their experience.  
 
Grounded theory shares similarities with IPA in that they are both inductive in their approach, 
and so analysis is driven by the data (Smith et al., 2009). However, grounded theory aims to 
generate, develop or discover a theory (Creswell & Poth, 2018) and the purpose of the present 
study is not to create a framework or theory, but to understand participants’ experience. 
Researchers also consider using grounded theory when the topic area is relatively unknown 
(Payne, 2007), whereas numerous studies have been conducted in the field of Chinese 
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international student experience (e.g., Busher et al., 2016; Han et al., 2013; Heng, 2018; Wang, 
2018; Wu, 2015; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). Additionally, employing grounded theory can be 
time consuming for fieldwork and data analysis (Urquhart, 2013). As previously mentioned, 
participants in this study are on one-year master’s programmes, where it is difficult to arrange 
sufficient time to overlap data collection and analysis.  
 
Phenomenology is a philosophical approach to study experience (Smith et al., 2009). A 
phenomenological study “describes the common meaning for several individuals of their lived 
experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 75). The phenomenon 
might be an emotion, such as loneliness and anger, an experience, such as being pregnant and 
surviving cancer, or being a participant in a particular program (Patton, 2015). In this study, 
the phenomenon is the experience of studying a master’s degree in the UK. Phenomenology is 
interested in lived experience, which refers to individuals who have directly experienced the 
phenomenon of interest, rather than second-hand experience (Patton, 2015). For instance, 
Chinese international students have directly experienced the phenomenon of studying a 
master’s degree in the UK rather than knowing the experience from watching TV or reading 
books. The assumption in phenomenology is that “there is an essence or essences to shared 
experience” (Patton, 2015, p. 116). These essences refer to what core meanings are mutually 
understood through a common experience (Patton, 2015). In this case, the essences are what 
Chinese PGT students experience in common when studying a master’s degree in the UK. In 
addition, phenomenology could provide information about what individuals experience and 
how they experience their one-year master’s study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Although 
phenomenology could employ many methods to collect data such as observations, documents 
and poems (Creswell & Poth, 2018), the major data gathering method used is in-depth 
interviews on a relatively homogenous group of participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam 
& Tisdell, 2016). Similar to ethnography, in-depth interviews help collect rich data from 
participant experience, and thus phenomenology could facilitate a profound understanding of 
Chinese PGT students’ experience in the UK.   
 
To best understand the experience of participants in the research, phenomenological 
researchers need to put their own experiences aside and take a fresh perspective toward the 
phenomenon, also known as bracketing (Creswell & Poth, 2018). However, it may be difficult 
for researchers to set aside their personal experience, which can lead to interference in the 
   52 
 
 
interpretation of the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). It is impossible to bracket all preconceptions 
because data interpretations always mix with the assumptions that the researcher brings to the 
topic (van Manen, 1990, 2014, as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018). Bracketing does not require 
forgetting prior experiences, but to ensure not to allow past knowledge to engage and determine 
participants’ experiences (Giorgi, 2009). Furthermore, reflexivity was introduced so that 
researchers describe and consider their own experiences before studying the experiences of 
others, which helps to bracket their personal experiences and views and focus on the 
experiences of participants in the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
 
Based on the research questions of this study, a phenomenological approach could address 
what Chinese PGT students experience and how they adapt to a new academic and social 
culture in the UK. Phenomenology enables the acquisition of a sound understanding of the 
phenomenon in question, i.e., Chinese international students’ transitional experience in the UK, 
through an in-depth scrutiny of how this cohort experienced it. Therefore, phenomenology is 
suitable for this study in terms of the purpose of the approach.  
 
There are many stances within phenomenology with two main categories: Edmund Husserl’s 
(1970) descriptive phenomenology and Martin Heidegger’s (1962) interpretive 
phenomenology (Cohen & Omery, 1994, as cited in Lopez & Willis, 2004). Husserl believed 
that subjective information is crucial to scientists trying to understand human motivation 
because human actions are affected by what they perceive to be real (Lopez & Willis, 2004). 
Here, the researcher stays as close as possible to the data to describe the phenomenon as it 
appears without any interpretation. Hermeneutic phenomenology, in contrast, goes beyond a 
description of core concepts and essences to search for meanings embedded in common 
practices — what people experience rather than what they consciously know (Lopez & Willis, 
2004). Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) synthesises ideas from both descriptive 
and interpretive stances, as Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014) indicate, IPA is “a method which is 
descriptive because it is concerned with how things appear and letting things speak for 
themselves, and interpretative because it recognises there is no such thing as an uninterpreted 
phenomenon” (p. 8).  
 
There are three theoretical underpinnings in IPA: phenomenology, hermeneutics and 
idiography. Since this study aims to investigate Chinese PGT students, the phenomenology 
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theoretical underpinning of IPA is suitable to explore Chinese PGT students’ experience in the 
UK. IPA plays a dual interpretation process, or a double hermeneutic, where “The participants 
are trying to make sense of their world, and the researcher is trying to make sense of the 
participants trying to make sense of their world” (Smith & Osborn, 2015, p. 26). Thus, IPA 
attempts to understand what an experience is like from participants’ perspectives, while asking 
critical questions to include researcher’s interpretation and achieve a more comprehensive and 
richer analysis (Pietkiewica & Smith, 2014). Interpretation of student experience has been 
enhanced by participant and researcher contributions. The research provided a spare for 
reflection as participants made sense of their experiences in the UK during data collection 
methods such as in-depth interviews. Then I, as the researcher, along with my personal 
experience as a previous Chinese PGT and a current Chinese international student in the UK, 
reflected and interpreted the findings using hermeneutics to make sense of participants’ lived 
experience. Additionally, idiography is another key feature of IPA which is committed to 
conduct a thorough, systematic and in-depth analysis and examine how particular phenomena 
are understood by participants in a particular context (Smith et al., 2009). Idiography is a 
suitable approach to explore how particular people (Chinese PGT students) in a particular 
context (studying a master’s in the UK), experience a particular phenomenon (their academic 
and social experience in detail). Idiography explores every single case before producing to 
general statements (Pietkiewica & Smith, 2014). Overall, IPA ensures the study captures the 
depth and breadth of Chinese PGT students’ experience in the UK. 
 
Thematic analysis has been considered as an alternative to IPA. Thematic analysis is a basic 
method of qualitative data analysis (Bryman, 2016), useful for “identifying themes and patterns 
of meaning across a dataset in relation to a research question” (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 174). 
Whereas thematic analysis is a method, IPA can be considered as a methodology. IPA has 
phenomenology as its framework to inform research, answer research questions (on individuals’ 
experiences and perspectives), inform the collection of homogenous data in a small sample 
size, and employ semi-structured or unstructured interviews as the ideal method for data 
collection (Smith et al., 2009). Thematic analysis, on the other hand, does not prescribe 
theoretical positions, epistemological or ontological frameworks when addressing research 
questions (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Furthermore, there is no limitation for sample size and 
methods for data collection; it can be used to analyse a wide range of types of data, not limited 
to interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Despite the advantageous flexibility of thematic analysis, 
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it has been criticised as having too much flexibility and lacking a clear theoretical framework 
(Braun & Clarke, 2013). IPA, however, has a robust framework and precise procedures to guide 
and support the entire research process (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Smith et al., 2009). Also, while 
thematic analysis focuses on identifying patterns across datasets, the voices of individual 
participants may be missing, whereas IPA’s dual focus on the uniqueness of individual 
participants and on patterns of meaning across participants, in turn, helps represent their voices. 
Since IPA is idiographic, it allows each participant’s voice to be heard. After each case, IPA 
observes patterns across cases to unearth shared meanings (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Smith et al., 
2009; Willig, 2013). In summary, compared with thematic analysis, IPA’s rigorous framework 
and clear procedures could guide this research study and encourage engagement between 
researcher and participants to gain a more detailed, in-depth account of Chinese PGT students’ 
experience in the UK. The idiographic commitment of IPA enables a detailed exploration of 
the specific and unique experience of each Chinese PGT student and promises to make sense 
of any shared experiences.  
 
There are some conceptual and practical limitations for IPA. In IPA, participants need to use 
language to communicate their experience to the researcher, but participants may experience 
language barriers when articulating and expressing themselves at a level required for IPA 
studies (Willig, 2013). Therefore, IPA studies may be inappropriate when investigating the 
‘lived experience’ of children, individuals with language difficulties or those for whom English 
is a second language (Noon, 2018). In this study, the participants are adults studying a master’s 
degree in English and do not, typically, have language difficulties. Additionally, they could 
choose to use their mother tongue during interviews, which could just as well provide rich and 
in-depth responses required for IPA studies. In addition, IPA focuses on the understanding of 
lived experience and tends not to explain why such experiences occur, e.g., conditions that 
triggered experiences from students’ past contexts, which may limit understanding of the 
phenomena (Willig, 2013). However, it is argued that the hermeneutic commitment of IPA 
allows a researcher to make sense of participants’ experience and the idiographic features of 
each individual’s response, which helps to understand underlying reasons for their experience 
(Smith et al., 2009). Having taken all these points into account, it was deemed more suitable to 
employ a phenomenological approach and specifically, IPA in the analysis of the generated 
data. 
 
   55 
 
 
3.2.4 Longitudinal Approach  
There are several reasons why a longitudinal approach was appropriate in this qualitative study. 
Previous international student literature suggests future research should adopt a longitudinal 
design (e.g., Smith & Khawaja, 2011; Zhang & Goodson, 2011). A longitudinal design helps 
to track potential changes during transitions into, through, and out of students’ overseas 
education experience and how they adapt over time. For example, Zhang and Goodson (2011) 
propose future research directions to examine international students’ adaptation process over 
time and suggest focusing on one specific international student group to allow for a depth of 
knowledge. In response, this research has endeavoured to fill the gaps in the international 
student literature by conducting a longitudinal design on the Chinese international student 
group. Moreover, qualitative longitudinal research not only aids the identification of changes 
across experiences (Calman, Brunton, & Molassiotis, 2013; Hermanowicz, 2013), but also 
facilitates an exploration of how participants understand, interpret and respond to such change 
(Hermanowicz, 2013). In this research, for example, qualitative longitudinal research assists in 
the identification of how Chinese PGT students change throughout their academic experience 
and how they understand such changes by tracking Chinese students’ academic transition at 
two different stages (the beginning and the end of their master’s). Therefore, qualitative 
longitudinal research is suitable in this study to track Chinese PGT students’ experience at 
different yet critical stages during their study abroad experience.  
 
In terms of applying a longitudinal approach, there are no guidelines about how often data 
needs to be collected. The frequency of data collection should consider the population and 
process under investigation and the research question (Calman et al., 2013). This longitudinal 
research has chosen two phases of data collection. This research aimed to recruit a large number 
of participants to gather sufficient samples by the end of the longitudinal study in case of 
participant withdrawal and planned to use visual methods, i.e., photographs and Social 
Network Diagrams to facilitate interviews to collect richer data. An additional reason to choose 
two phases rather than more is that students’ academic experience is relatively short: a 
postgraduate taught programme in the UK usually takes one year to complete. Thus, this 
longitudinal study needed to be completed within a year. Consequently, given the large study 
population, complex processes and the restricted timescale, two phases were practical to 
capture participants’ experience over time without imposing multiple meetings on participants.  
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More specifically, this research has two phases: at the beginning and near the end of the 
students’ master’s programme. It is important to capture Chinese students’ experience at the 
start of their studies because they have just arrived and may be experiencing issues strongly 
around adapting to a new academic programme and living in a new country. Near the end of 
their journey is also of importance because Chinese students can reflect on their experience 
over the year and think about what may happen next as they transition out of their master’s. 
This two-phase approach, therefore, allows this research to capture Chinese students’ 
experience at two essential time points while they are studying abroad. Additionally, the 
decision to collect data near the end, rather than at the very end of the study programme, is that 
participants may leave the UK at that time. Compared with those who have already left the UK, 
participants in the UK would be able to take face-to-face interviews and provide more accurate 
interpretations of their experiences in the UK as they occur.  
 
Considering the challenges of using a qualitative longitudinal design, one common challenge 
is to retain participants (Farrall, Hunter, Sharpe, & Calverley, 2016; Miller, 2015). For instance, 
record keeping is an important strategy to liaise with participants. Procedures regarding 
contacting participants should also be added to the research records (Farrall et al., 2016). To 
maintain participant data in this study, I created an Excel document with participants’ email 
addresses, interview times and interview transcript checks, and outcomes for each attempted 
contact, such as ‘replied’, ‘did not reply’ and ‘did not reply after the reminder was sent’. In 
addition, it is increasingly popular to use the Internet and social media to contact participants 
and send research updates (Miller, 2015). In this research, I used WeChat, a commonly used 
social media app for Chinese students, to remain in contact with research participants, e.g., 
arranging interview times, sending interview reminders, and sending updates, such as 
messaging participants that their interview transcripts had been finished and asking participants 
to check their interview transcripts. Another challenge of qualitative longitudinal research 
concerns data management and analysis. Rich data may lead to some difficulties of data 
organisation and analysis (Smith, 2003; Thomson & Holland, 2003). However, practical 
strategies and evidence of the methods process could help overcome data management, data 
security and analysis issues (Carduff, Murray, & Kendall, 2015). This research was assisted by 
the University of Glasgow’s secure OneDrive to keep electronic data and create separate files 
for each participant, which assisted searching for specific data and conducting data analysis in 
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an organised manner. There was also recorded evidence of the methods process, such as how 
I analysed data through IPA, which demonstrates a clear procedure for each step of the analysis.  
 
3.3 Research Instruments  
 
3.3.1 Interviews 
This section provides a general introduction of different forms of interviews in qualitative 
research, and then focuses on the choice and explanations of semi-structured interviews, 
individual interviews, face-to-face interviews and Internet interviews. This section defines key 
terms, reasons why these instruments were selected in this study as well as challenges and 
limitations.   
 
Interviews are one of the most widely used data collection methods within qualitative research 
(Bryman, 2016). A research interview is defined as “a process in which a researcher and 
participant engage in a conversation focused on questions related to a research study” 
(DeMarrais, 2004, p. 55). As this study employs IPA, the data collection method is best suited 
to one which will gather a rich and detailed account of participants’ experiences. Thus, the 
interview is an effective means to achieve such a goal (Smith et al., 2009).  
 
In terms of structure, interviews can range from highly structured to semi-structured to very 
unstructured formats (Brinkmann, 2013). Structured interviews involve questionnaires where 
the researcher is expected to “read questions exactly as worded to every respondent and are 
trained never to provide information beyond what is scripted in the questionnaire” (Conrad & 
Schober, 2008, p. 173). In contrast, in unstructured interviews, the researcher does not prepare 
a list of specific interview questions, but has a spontaneous conversation with participants. 
Semi-structured interviews are in the middle ground between structured and unstructured 
interviews and are defined as “an interview with the purpose of obtaining descriptions of the 
life world of the interviewee in order to interpret the meaning of the described phenomena” 
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008, p. 3). Semi-structured interviewers usually prepare an interview 
guide with a list of questions and topics to be covered.  
 
Semi-structured interviews were deemed to be suitable for this research. From a 
phenomenological perspective, this study focuses on Chinese PGT students’ lived experiences; 
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thus, the purpose of this study is to receive detailed and in-depth descriptions of their 
experience. Compared with structured interviews that resemble a questionnaire with fixed 
questions, semi-structured interviews tend to utilise more open-ended research questions, 
which is particularly useful to allow participants to describe their experience in their own words 
(Roulston, 2010; Bryman, 2016). As unstructured interviews involve free-flowing 
conversations, a drawback of unstructured interviews is that the conversation may not produce 
useful data for a research project’s focus (Roulston, 2010). Alternatively, semi-structured 
interviews provide more control by focusing the conversation on issues related to the research 
project (Brinkmann, 2013). Moreover, the flexibility within semi-structured interviews allows 
the researcher to probe interesting areas that emerge and pursue respondents’ concerns in more 
detail (Smith & Osborn, 2015), which facilitates identifying novel areas and capturing more 
details of the experience deemed important by participants.  
 
Individual interviews were well-suited for this research. Interviews can be conducted with 
individuals or groups. Individual interviews refer to the interviews with one interviewer and 
one interviewee at a time, while group interviews, also termed “focus group interviews”, 
involve one or more interviewers and more than one interviewee at a time (Brinkman, 2013). 
Focus group interviews tend to be useful for exploring how participants discuss, argue and 
justify their perspectives, whereas individual interviews tend to focus on the individual 
participant’s description of experience (Brinkmann, 2013). Compared with focus group 
interviews, individual interviews are more manageable for the researcher, e.g., ensure 
conversation moves in the planned direction (Brinkmann, 2013). Individual interviews could 
also provide a confidential and comfortable environment for participants to talk about their 
stories (Brinkmann, 2013; Smith et al., 2009). Furthermore, individual interviews could help 
the researcher to develop a rapport with participants and encourage openness in sharing their 
experience (Smith et al., 2009). Thus, individual interviews are more appropriate than group 
interviews for this research because they provide an opportunity for participants to think, talk 
and be heard, which is consistent with IPA that requires detailed and first-hand stories, thoughts 
and feelings from participants (Smith et al., 2009). 
 
Apart from face-to-face interviews, interviews can also be conducted online. I conducted face-
to-face interviews for Phase 1 and combined face-to-face and online interviews for Phase 2. 
Online interviewing can take several forms, including text-based, such as emails and discussion 
   59 
 
 
forums; text and visuals, such as social networking sites and instant messaging; audio-only 
such as WhatsApp; and audio and visual interviews such as Skype (Cohen, Manion, & 
Morrison, 2018). Also, online interviews can be synchronous (in real-time), which are typically 
verbal interviews, such as telephone and video interviews, or asynchronous (where there is a 
lag time), which are normally written interviews, such as emails or online discussion forums 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Compared with face-to-face interviews where participants need to 
be present at the interview location, online interviews save time and travel costs, particularly 
where distance is an issue (Bryman, 2016). Several participants in this study opted for online 
interviews because they were not in the UK at that time, and online interviews provided a 
convenient choice to continue this research. Internet interviews, however, may have some 
technical problems such as WiFi disconnection, which may affect the quality and smoothness 
of the interview, and thus result in poor interview recordings and incomplete transcription 
(Bryman, 2016). Indeed, the WiFi connection failed a few times when conducting online 
interviews in this study, but I asked participants to check their interview transcripts, which 
helped reduce incomplete and vague information by participants filling in the blanks at a later 
stage.  
 
More specifically, WeChat video interviews were chosen for this study. WeChat is a popular 
software among Chinese students, and a convenient means to reach Chinese students. Similar 
to Skype, FaceTime or Zoom, WeChat has a function to make video calls. There are some 
advantages of using video calls over text-based and audio-based interviews, such as email and 
telephone interviews. Although interviews via text-based means could help document 
transcripts, such interviews may also demand written communication skills from participants 
and participants may feel more comfortable to discuss their experience verbally (Brinkmann, 
2013). Telephone interviewing may increase privacy and security for participants, but audio-
only modes miss non-verbal communication. Similar with face-to-face interviews, one obvious 
advantage of video calls is that they allow the researcher to observe a participant’s gestures, 
body language and facial expressions (Brinkmann, 2013; Bryman, 2016). Therefore, WeChat 
video calls are suitable in this study to provide a practical, accessible, convenient and effective 
method to interview Chinese PGT students.  
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3.3.2 Visual Methods in Interviews 
Visual methods utilise visual materials as part of their process of generating evidence to answer 
research questions (Rose, 2014). The term “elicitation” refers to the approach of relying on a 
range of strategies and techniques to supplement more conventional data collection approaches 
such as interviews (Dick, 2006). This research adopted photo-elicitation and diagrammatic-
elicitation techniques. As this research had a large number of participants to interview during 
two separate phases, these two types of visual methods further strengthened the quality of 
interviews, leading to a rich breadth of information about Chinese PGT students’ experiences. 
This study appears to be the first to employ photo-elicitation and diagrammatic-elicitation 
techniques in interviews in a longitudinal study to explore Chinese PGT students’ experience. 
This section will introduce photo-elicitation interviews, explain why this method was chosen 
and discuss its benefits and challenges. The subsequent section will present diagrammatic-
elicitation interviews and illustrate their appropriateness in this study as well as the advantages 
and disadvantages of employing diagrams in interviews.  
 
3.3.2.1 Photo-elicitation Interviews  
Photo-elicitation interviews were used in this research. Photography is a dominant approach 
among visual methods (Rose, 2014). Photo-elicitation has been defined as “the simple idea of 
inserting a photograph into a research interview” (Harper, 2002, p. 13). Within this approach, 
photographs can be produced by the researcher and then given to participants to choose from 
as part of the interview process, or they can be produced by the research participants (van 
Auken, Frisvoll, & Stewart, 2010). This research adopted participant-driven photo-elicitation, 
i.e., participants produced photographs.  
 
Compared with traditional interviews, participant-driven photo-elicitation interviews have 
various advantages. For example, photo-elicitation interviews collect richer data than 
traditional interviews because the use of photographs facilitates communication between 
participants and the researcher. Also, photographs motivate participants to discuss their 
personal stories and allow the researcher to request more details (Meo, 2010). Photo-elicitation 
interviews are also helpful to enhance an active participant role in the research process by 
taking photographs of their lives and selecting photographs for the interview (Meo, 2010); thus, 
giving participants an opportunity to examine and reflect on certain aspects of their lives, and 
leading to more depth and high-quality data. Furthermore, photographs taken and selected by 
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participants may generate unexpected topics. Participants are given an opportunity to represent 
their experience in their own way, which may contribute to unexpected outcomes for further 
exploration and inquiries by the researcher (Meo, 2010). Photo-elicitation interviews appeared 
as an adequate method to help explore Chinese PGT students’ experience in the UK because 
IPA is concerned with detailed accounts of experience and its meanings, and utilising 
photographs in interviews provides participants an opportunity to represent and reflect their 
experience and allow the researcher to request more details.  
 
Note that photo-elicitation interviews are more time-consuming and challenging than 
traditional interviews (before, during and after). In this study, for instance, before the interview 
I prepared the following documents: a Plain Language Statement for Photo Subjects, a Consent 
Form for Photo Subjects and Instructions for Taking Photographs for Participants. I asked 
participants to provide one photo for each interview topic. During the interview, I introduced 
the name of interview topics before proceeding to the next topic and tried to ask questions by 
simultaneously considering interview topics, participants’ responses and photographs. After 
the interview, I organised photographs by interview topics in one document in preparation for 
data analysis. Nevertheless, this labour-intensive process was worth doing because the 
phenomenological element of this study aimed to achieve a detailed examination of participants’ 
lived experience and photographs were deemed as a valuable and innovative method to 
investigate Chinese PGT students’ experience in the UK.  
 
3.3.2.2 Diagrammatic-elicitation Interviews  
Diagrammatic elicitation is another visual method used in this study. Graphic representation 
involves different modes, such as diagrams, drawings, tables and lists (Varga-Atkins & 
O’Brien, 2009). Diagrammatic elicitation is defined as “approaches where a study participant 
physically creates and/or physically or verbally edits a diagram with the visual as the focus, 
encouraging participants to communicate through the use of a diagram rather than relying on 
verbal communication” (Umoquit, Tso, Varga-Atkins, O'Brien, & Wheeldon, 2013, p. 7). 
Choosing a diagrammatic-elicitation technique depends on the type of data needed to answer 
the research question, such as investigating people’s experiences and views, and exploring 
changes over time (Umoquit, Tso, Burchett, & Dobrow, 2011). A diagrammatic-elicitation 
approach was chosen to help answer the second research question in this study: how Chinese 
PGT students’ social connections influence their transitional experience in the UK. Compared 
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with traditional interviews, diagrammatic elicitation interviews could help participants to focus 
on discussing and reflecting on particular interview topics and express their ideas in a more 
structured manner (Farrell, 2009; Varga-Atkins & O’Brien, 2009). For instance, as diagrams 
were used to discuss Chinese PGT students’ social connections, participants were instructed to 
use diagrams to list their social connections, which encouraged participants to focus on the 
interview topic (social connections) and discuss the topic in more detail through the diagrams, 
therefore contributing to answering the second research question such as fellow Chinese 
students provide academic support for Chinese PGT students.    
 
Practical considerations when employing diagrammatic elicitation involve where diagrams 
come from and when to introduce diagrams during interviews. There are two modes of 
diagrammatic elicitation: participant-led diagrammatic elicitation, i.e., participants create 
diagrams as a data collection technique, and research-led diagrammatic elicitation, i.e., the 
researcher draws diagrams while collecting data or participants edit diagrams prepared by the 
researcher (Umoquit et al., 2013). Participant-led diagrammatic elicitation was employed in 
this study because this method gave participants more flexibility to create their own diagrams 
compared to researcher-led diagrammatic elicitation—which is beneficial to represent and 
interpret participants’ experience. Moreover, this study introduced diagrammatic elicitation at 
the end of the interviews. Using diagrams at the beginning of the data collection process could 
serve as a basis for discussion, but may strongly bias the data as participants’ response may be 
prejudiced if requested at the start of the interview process. Consequently, it is suggested to 
employ this approach after a substantial part of discussion or only in repeat interviews (Crilly, 
Blackwell, & Clarkson, 2006). This study has followed their suggestion, asking participants to 
create diagrams after all other interview topics in the data collection process were discussed.  
 
The Social Network Diagram was employed in this study as one specific type of diagrammatic-
elicitation approach. It was adapted from Sala-Bubaré and Castelló (2017). Their original 
Communities Plot was designed to investigate how doctoral students positioned themselves in 
relation to their research network (See Appendix 1 for examples). Using the Communities Plot, 
participants were shown circles of different sizes and asked to create a diagram to illustrate 
their position in the community, incorporating the groups and individuals that are important in 
their experience and to draw the connections among these circles and with participants. 
Participants could use as many circles as they wanted and were asked to explain whether they 
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were satisfied with their position in the network (Sala-Bubaré & Castelló, 2017). This study 
adapted the Communities Plot into a more simplified version and changed its name to the Social 
Network Diagram because it explored Chinese PGT students’ social network in the UK rather 
than communities. Learning from the Communities Plot, I asked participants to draw circles in 
a diagram to represent their important social connections, and to focus on listing key social 
connections without showing the position of participants in the community (see Appendix 2). 
The simplified version was easier for participants to manage and allowed me to ask follow-up 
questions based on their given diagrams. 
 
The Social Network Diagram was beneficial for this study as, previously demonstrated by Sala-
Bubaré & Castelló (2017), it prompted students to reflect and describe the details of their 
network and their relationship with those in their network. Participants in this research reported 
that they felt the Social Network Diagram was a helpful approach to consider an overview of 
all their social connections and relationships among those connections. Having drawn the 
Social Network Diagram, participants noted it was easier to describe and explain their social 
connections than describing them verbally in the interview. The combination of Social 
Network Diagrams and interview conversations was beneficial for clarifying Chinese PGT 
students’ social connections and the influence of their social network. Furthermore, Sala-
Bubaré & Castelló (2017) highlighted one limitation that they did not collect data 
longitudinally and noted that future research could use Communities Plot to explore students’ 
experience with potential changes overtime to gain a deeper understanding of the relationship 
between experience and network. Therefore, this research used Social Network Diagrams for 
interviews in the same way during Phases 1 and 2, to capture how the social experience of 
Chinese PGT students change and develop over time.  
 
Despite the strengths of this diagrammatic-elicitation approach, some challenges arose. For 
example, interview audio recordings can fail to capture participants’ contributions when 
discussing visual diagram elements. Participants may comment on the diagram: “This [one 
element in the diagram] is very important to me, but not this one [another element in the 
diagram].” The researcher may later be confused which elements of the diagram were being 
referred to while listening to the interview recording. One solution, employed in this study, is 
that the researcher repeats participants’ response to confirm which content is being referred to 
(Crilly et al., 2006). Furthermore, challenges using a diagrammatic-elicitation approach for 
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data collection depend on its practical use in each research. For example, some studies reported 
that diagrammatic elicitation helps overcome barriers of verbal communication (Crilly et al., 
2006; Umoquit, Dobrow, Lemieux-Charles, Ritvo, Urbach, & Wodchis, 2008), whereas others 
noted research participants found diagrammatic tasks difficult (Wheeldon & Faubert, 2017). 
However, challenges and benefits of the method were contradictory in different studies 
(Umoquit et al., 2011); some research studies, for instance, appreciated the speed of data 
collection, because of the advantages of diagrammatic elicitation, while others regarded it as 
time-consuming for analysis (Kesby, 2000). The Social Network Diagram is a relatively simple 
diagram. I tried to explain to participants how to work with the diagram in a simple and clear 
way and answer questions if participants were confused. The benefits of employing Social 
Network Diagram outweighed its challenges, such as creating further insights into participants’ 
social connections and a visual representation to search for patterns across the diagrams was 
useful to triangulate or extend ideas from my interview findings.  
 
3.4 Research Procedure  
This section will present the pilot study, participant recruitment, interviews during Phase 1 and 
2, and data analysis (see Figure 3-3 below). The pilot study was conducted before the main 
study, and then participants were recruited before the postgraduate taught programme 
commenced. The Phase 1 interview was at the beginning of the one-year study programme and 
the Phase 2 interview was conducted near the end of the study programme. In between these 
two-phases, I transcribed the Phase 1 interviews and prepared for the Phase 2 interviews. 
Subsequent to data collection, I transcribed all interviews and analysed data.  
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Figure 3-3 Timeline of Research Procedure 
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3.4.1 Pilot Study 
A pilot study is a small-scale methodological trial to prepare for the main study and ensure the 
feasibility of the methods (Jairath, Hogerney, & Parsons, 2000; Prescott & Soeken, 1989). 
Conducting a pilot study can identify specific methodological and practical issues before the 
main study, and inform adjustments for the main study, which improves the rigour and 
trustworthiness of qualitative research. For instance, a pilot study could be helpful to uncover 
potential participant recruitment issues or to suggest modifications for interview questions 
(Kim, 2011). Therefore, the aim of this pilot study was to support the main study by exploring 
whether any interview questions needed to be modified and by identifying potential practical 
issues. 
 
The six participants of the pilot study were Chinese PGT students at the University of Glasgow 
in the 2015/16 academic year (see Table 3-1). Three participants participated in interviews and 
another three participants provided written answers and suggestions to the interview script.  
 
 
Table 3-1 Participant Information for Pilot Study 
Pilot study Number of 
participants 
Discipline Date 
Interviews  3  Education  6th September 2016 
Education 12th September 2016 
Education 12th September 2016 
Written answers 
and suggestions  
3  Business 18th August 2016 
Business 18th August 2016 
Business 4th September 2016 
 
Pilot study participants were recruited from a convenience sample. I began by introducing the 
research and general procedures to participants. Participants were busy from August to 
September 2016 because they were finishing their master’s degrees, searching for jobs and 
leaving the UK. I had originally planned that students would take, select and send photographs 
to me in advance. However, due to the above time constraints I modified the procedure for the 
pilot study so that participants would only need to speak or write down what photographs they 
would like to provide for the interview topics. Two interviews were conducted face-to-face in 
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the university library and one interview was conducted via a WeChat voice call at home. All 
three interviews were audio-recorded through my laptop’s recorder and the interview time 
varied from ten to forty minutes. Apart from three face-to-face interviews, I emailed interview 
questions to another three pilot participants who provided general answers and suggestions via 
emails. Importantly, after the pilot study while reflecting on the above feedback, I asked a 
friend to interview me, so that I could be a participant observing the interview, to understand 
how my participants might feel during the interview, to create a more comfortable atmosphere 
with my future participants and prepare me to better interpret the meaning behind their response. 
 
The pilot study was helpful for the main study with regards to 1) finalising photograph 
procedures; 2) refining interview topics; 3) developing interview skills and 4) anticipating 
location and recording issues. The value of the pilot study will be explained in four points 
below, and a summary of usefulness from the pilot study can be seen in Appendix 3.  
 
First, participants in the pilot study expressed the difficulty of using photographs to represent 
their experience. Reasons given for this difficulty included that using photographs in interviews 
is a new method to Chinese students, and I had only briefly explained the purpose of taking 
photographs and the importance of confidentiality at the outset. Therefore, in the main study, 
I sent participants ‘Instructions for Taking Photographs’, answered questions from participants 
when they were uncertain about how photographs could be used to represent their experience, 
checked provided photographs before the interview, and gave participants a chance to change 
photographs if they could not meet the requirements of the study.  
 
Second, several participants were confused about two similar terms and one unfamiliar term in 
the interview topics. Thus, Interview Topics 5 and 6 were regarded as the same topic. Interview 
Topic 5 was ‘The Understanding of Chinese Academic Culture in General’ and Interview 
Topic 6 was ‘The Experience of Chinese Education’. Having considered the similarity of these 
two interview topics, I decided to combine them into The Understanding and Experience of 
Chinese Academic Culture/Chinese Education. In addition, the pilot study indicated that 
participants found the term “Higher Order Thinking Skills” (HOTs) challenging. With an 
unclear understanding of the term, participants reported difficulties to prepare a photograph 
and answer questions for this topic. HOTs is an academic jargon and is not a common term in 
a Chinese educational context. To clarify the meaning, I added a simple definition after the 
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term in the main study to give participants an explanation and answered further questions when 
needed.  
 
Third, the pilot study identified a challenge managing the flow of the interview. Some 
participants were passionate and provided too much information on one question, e.g., talking 
about the challenge of academic writing for a long time, while others felt reluctant and refused 
to answer some questions, e.g., refusing to talk about their social connections because of 
perceived privacy issues. This experience reminded me to plan ahead for similar situations, 
such as checking the remaining interview time and having a general control of interview flow. 
Regarding privacy and limited information, I could gradually build rapport with my 
participants and provide more explanation that the data collected in this research would be 
confidential with no harm to privacy and personally identifiable data would be deleted at the 
end of the research.  
 
Fourth, the pilot study made me reconsider the location and recording of interviews. Two 
interviews in the university library resulted in noise interference in the final recordings making 
transcription more challenging. In comparison, the online interview by WeChat was conducted 
at home and the quality of the recording was good. Thus, I chose a quiet location for interviews 
in the main study to ensure the quality of recordings.  
 
Apart from interviews and written suggestions, I also arranged to be an interviewee to 
experience the interview process. Chenail (2011) considers this process a beneficial way for 
researchers to experience what participants may experience and potentially revise interview 
protocols before proceeding further. Indeed, I experienced difficulty and nerves when 
answering some of the questions, which helped me understand how to make participants feel 
more comfortable during the interview. For instance, I found it difficult to answer questions 
about challenges in China and smiles from the interviewer greatly helped ease my nervousness. 
The experience helped me to ask questions carefully and build rapport with my participants in 
the main study.  
 
The pilot study, by uncovering the above-mentioned challenges, led me to modify the interview 
guide and to identify practical issues, which has in turn helped to increase the credibility of the 
methods used in the main study. The pilot study allowed me to identify participants’ difficulty 
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using photographs to represent experience, confusion about interview topics, the need to 
improve the flow of the interview and the importance of location. In this research, conducting 
the pilot study was particularly useful as I was employing new and creative forms of research 
methods, e.g., a photo-elicitation technique, not often used within the context of international 
student experience. 
 
3.4.2 Participant Recruitment 
Purposive sampling and snowball sampling were used to recruit participants in this study. 
Purposive sampling means that research participants are chosen with a “purpose”, to represent 
key criterion (Ritchie, Lewis, Elam, Tennant, & Rahim, 2014). As this research attempts to 
investigate Chinese international PGT students’ transitional experience, participants were 
recruited to meet the following criteria: a) Chinese international students, b) registered in a 
postgraduate taught programme at the University of Glasgow in 2016/17,  and c) from any of 
the following schools: School of Law, School of Education and the Adam Smith Business 
School. These three schools were targeted to represent relatively higher and lower percentages 
of international students among all postgraduate taught students in the specific school. In the 
2016/17 academic year, 91% of international students were being taught at the Adam Smith 
Business School (1,561 international students out of 1,721 students), 25% of international 
students at the School of Law (102 international students out of 410 students) and 13% of 
international students at the School of Education (172 international students out of 1279 
students) (Headcount student data for the University of Glasgow, n.d.). 
 
Snowballing sampling refers the researcher initially recruiting participants, and these sampled 
participants propose other potential participants with similar experience or characteristics 
(Bryman, 2016). A request sent via university email was initially used to recruit potential 
participants. This method recruited less than half of the target number of fifty participants. 
Participants in this study reported that they were unfamiliar with using emails as contacts and 
insufficient English proficiency hindered their understanding of the emails. Thus, I employed 
snowball sampling as a complement to purposive sampling to try to reach the target number of 
participants. I anticipated that research participants might withdraw after their Phase 1 
interview; thus, snowballing sampling was employed to recruit a relatively large sample during 
the Phase 1 to plan ahead for potential dropout rates in the study.  
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All participants were recruited via English emails, English advertisements and Chinese 
messages. Participants were initially recruited with assistance from the university postmaster 
to reach all postgraduate taught students in the College of Social Science at the University of 
Glasgow. The email by university postmaster introduced me and the research, clarified criteria 
for potential participants, explained benefits of participation in the study and provided contact 
details. Having gained permission from student accommodation staff, advertisements were 
arranged in lifts in student accommodation with Chinese tenants. This advertisement included 
key information about the research, participant recruitment criteria and contact details. WeChat 
was used strategically to employ potential participants since this is a commonly used Chat 
application among Chinese students. I also sent several short messages in Chinese international 
student groups. These messages introduced the research purpose and recruitment criteria. All 
three approaches successfully helped me recruit potential participants. Furthermore, to recruit 
more participants, as close as the planned sample size of fifty as possible, I provided a £10 
incentive to attract more participants. After introducing this small monetary gift, a sufficient 
number of participants were recruited for the Phase 1 interviews (n = 40). As this research has 
designed to capture Chinese PGT students’ experience at the beginning of their master’s, I then 
decided to stop further participant recruitment and commence the interviews due to time 
constraints.   
 
Forty Chinese PGT participants were recruited for the Phase 1 interviews. Four participants 
dropped out after Phase 1; thus thirty-six participants took part in the Phase 2 interviews. Due 
to technical reasons two interview recordings were unusable due to extremely low volume, 
leading to thirty-four interviews for both phases. Participant profiles for the final thirty-four 
participants, including pseudonyms, age, gender, nation/region, school and length of stay in 
the UK can be seen in Appendix 4. Participants were asked to provide pseudonyms for 
anonymity and confidentiality purposes, and a few opted to use their real names in this study. 
The average age of participants is around twenty-three years old, with three participants over 
thirty. Among the final thirty-four participants, there are five male and twenty-nine female 
participants. Participants were from the Adam Smith Business School (n=21), School of 
Education (n=8), School of Law (n=2), School of Culture and Creative Arts (n=2) and School 
of Geographical and Earth Sciences (n=1). This study included participants from other schools 
to reach the targeted number of participants because they still met the criteria as Chinese PGT 
students in the 2016/17 academic year. Thirty-two participants are from mainland China and 
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two participants are from Malaysia and Singapore respectively. At the time of the first 
interview, nine participants had been in the UK for less than one month, seventeen participants 
between one and six months and eight participants for more than six months. Those who stayed 
in the UK for a longer time had pre-sessional language courses, had completed their 
undergraduate degree in the UK or had studied in Europe before taking their postgraduate 
taught degree in the UK.  
 
3.4.3 Data Collection 
Individual interviews were conducted at the beginning of the study programme (Phase 1) and 
near the end of their academic year (Phase 2). Forty (Phase 1) and thirty-six (Phase 2) semi-
structured interviews were conducted with a maximum interview time of one hour. Forty and 
thirty face-to-face interviews were conducted in Phase 1 and Phase 2, respectively, and six 
WeChat video call interviews occurred due to participants travelling, returning to China and 
being ill at the second stage of the research. All interviews were held in Chinese or English 
based on participants’ preferences, to help participants feel comfortable to express ideas in the 
chosen language and reach greater clarity. 
 
In this study, there were a number of procedural stages for both interview phases, including 
preparations for the interview, interview arrival, commencing the interview, managing the 
interview as it occurred, ending the interview and following the interview. After participants 
demonstrated interest in research participation, I emailed participants a Plain Language 
Statement and a Consent Form before the interview started. I briefly explained the purpose of 
these two documents, asked them to read them carefully and told them they would need to sign 
the Consent Form when taking the interview. In terms of photograph preparation, I emailed 
participants an Instruction for Taking Photographs, Consent Form for Photo Subjects and ten 
interview topics. I asked participants to read the documents and follow their guidance to use a 
mobile phone to take and send me the required photographs before the interview. I received 
photographs through email or WeChat and stored them in my laptop by separate folders for 
each participant. After ensuring photographs met the requirements, I arranged an interview 
time with participants. I arranged a safe and quiet room on campus for taking interviews and 
used my mobile phone and recording software on my laptop for interview recording. 
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On arriving at the interview, I thanked and welcomed participants for their participation in this 
study. I greeted them and we had a quick casual chat, which helped to create a friendly and 
comfortable atmosphere before starting the interview. I then briefly introduced the research 
and explained the general procedure of the interview to participants. I gave participants time 
to read and sign the Plain Language Statement and Consent Form. I also emphasised that their 
participation was voluntary, and they should feel free to ask any questions during the interview.  
 
With the permission of the participants, I turned on the audio recorder to begin the interview. 
The interview started with a few easy opening questions to help build a relaxed environment 
before asking the formal interview topics. After the opening questions, I followed the interview 
guide (see Appendix 5) to go through interview topics. I also asked for information about the 
provided photographs and asked participants to draw diagrams for their social connections. As 
this was a semi-structured interview, I followed up participants’ responses to elicit more details 
about their experience—crucial in phenomenological research such as this.  
 
After all formal interview topics were discussed, I asked participants an ending question, such 
as ‘Is there anything you want to add?’ and ‘Is there anything you feel you forgot to talk about 
but important to you?’ When the interview had finished, I thanked the participants and turned 
off the audio recorder. I then explained the next step of the research: that I would email them 
their interview transcript and they could check and return it to me.  
 
I organised and stored the data (audio recordings, photographs and Social Network Diagrams) 
electronically and safely in my laptop. All interviews were transcribed by me in the original 
interview language. I emailed these interview transcripts to participants. Almost all participants 
in Phase 1 and twenty-five out of thirty-four participants in Phase 2 checked and returned their 
interview transcripts back, with slight corrections and revisions.  
 
3.4.4 Data Analysis  
As outlined in Subsection 3.2.3, IPA was employed to “explore in detail how participants are 
making sense of their personal and social world” (Smith & Osborn, 2015, p. 25), which helped 
to address the research questions: how Chinese PGT students are making sense of their 
transitional experiences and the role of social connections in the UK. More specifically, there 
are three theoretical underpinnings in IPA: phenomenology, hermeneutics and idiography 
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(Smith et al., 2009) (see Subsection 3.2.3). Phenomenology is an approach to study experience; 
thus, IPA supports the purpose of this study to investigate the experience of Chinese PGT 
students in the UK. IPA is useful for a double hermeneutic interpretation, where participants 
make sense of their experience in the UK through the photographs that they took, the Social 
Network Diagrams they drew, and the in-depth interviews they participated in. Additionally, I, 
as the researcher, reflected and interpreted the findings utilising my personal experience as a 
previous Chinese PGT student and a current Chinese international student in the UK. IPA is 
committed to conduct in-depth analysis and examine how particular phenomena are understood 
by particular people in a particular context (Smith et al., 2009), which involves observing each 
participant in detail before producing generalisable claims. 
 
IPA studies are usually conducted on small sample sizes (Smith & Osborn, 2015), whereas this 
study has a relatively large sample size of thirty-four cases. IPA studies usually utilise small 
sample sizes because IPA aims to explore perceptions and understandings of a particular 
experience, and the resulting detailed case-by-case analysis takes time (Smith & Osborn, 2015). 
During my search of the literature, I discovered that IPA studies usually had a sample size of 
1, 4, 9 and 15 participants, and studies with more participants were rare (Smith et al., 2009). It 
is suggested to have a sample size of three for undergraduate research and a larger number for 
postgraduate research when conducting IPA studies. The challenge of a large sample size in 
IPA is that the researcher may not then have time to provide a sufficiently strong analysis 
(Smith & Osborn, 2015). One reason I wanted to obtain a large sample size in this study is that 
it is a longitudinal study for which a large sample size helps to mediate dropout rates. In this 
study, four out of forty participants decided to discontinue after their Phase 1 interview, which 
left sufficient participants (thirty-four) for the Phase 2 interviews. In addition, although it took 
time to analyse thirty-four cases via an in-depth approach and compare case-by-case, IPA 
helped to answer the research questions in sufficient depth concerning Chinese PGT students’ 
experience in the UK. Furthermore, to meet the challenge of conducting IPA research with a 
large sample size and to ensure the quality of the analysis, I allowed more time for the analysis 
process, and checked some IPA analysis cases with my supervisor and other research students.  
 
In conducting analysis in accordance with the rigour of the inductive IPA, IPA researchers are 
also encouraged to be flexible and innovative during the analysis process (Smith, et al., 2009). 
It is highly recommended that novice IPA researchers work closely with the following six steps 
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and to be reflective as they analyse the data (Smith et al., 2009). There are six recommended  
steps for using IPA: 1) reading and re-reading, 2) initial noting, 3) developing emergent themes, 
4) searching for connections across emergent themes, 5) moving to the next case, and 6) 
looking for patterns across cases (Smith et al., 2009, pp. 82-103). Table 3-2 describes the steps 
implemented in this research.  
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Table 3-2 Six Steps of IPA (Smith et al., 2009, pp. 82-103) 
 
 
IPA Steps  Implementation within the current study 
1.Reading and re-reading  
 
I transcribed each interview myself, which required 
re-listening to the audio recordings to establish an 
initial familiarity with the data. Choosing one 
participant, I re-read the interview transcript multiple 
times to familiarise myself with the data as much as 
possible.  
2.Initial noting Initial notes were added as comments in the interview 
transcript. These three types of initial notes were 
descriptive, linguistic and interpretive. Descriptive 
comments were an account of the material, e.g. ‘hurt 
by feedback on poor English proficiency’. Linguistic 
comments aimed to capture the way subjects were 
expressed, e.g.  ‘really’, ‘my god’ and ‘sighs’. 
Conceptual comments went beyond a descriptive 
account to seek interpretative explanations, e.g. 
‘increasing academic stress’. Through the above 
means a list of comments is formed alongside the 
interview transcript.   
3.Developing emergent themes I re-read the initial notes in the interview transcript 
and formed more concise and conceptual phrases into 
emergent themes, e.g. the initial note ‘getting a 
master’s degree helps find a better job’ led to the 
emergent theme ‘master’s degree helps job 
application’. From this process I generated an initial 
list of themes.   
4.Searching for connections across 
emergent themes 
I re-read the list of emergent themes and pulled 
related emergent themes together as clusters. Names 
were developed for clusters by using broad and 
conceptual expressions that had a hierarchical 
relationship with those clustered emergent themes. 
Thus, the names of clusters are superordinate themes 
and themes forming each cluster are subordinate 
themes. For example, subordinate themes 
‘expectation to work in big cities’ and ‘master’s 
degree helps job application’ were categorised under 
the superordinate theme ‘career enhancement’.  The 
result was a table of themes from the participant.  
5. Moving to the next case Moving on to the next case, steps one to four were 
repeated. After analysing all the cases, I had a 
separate table of themes for each case.  
6. Looking for patterns across cases I then read and searched for connections among all 
themes across cases. Themes were moved around to 
pull related themes together and produced a final 
master table of themes for my group of participants.  
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This research generally followed the suggested six steps for IPA procedures (see Appendix 6). 
I started with the Phase 1 interview transcript and completed the Phase 2 interview transcript 
for the same participant before proceeding to another participant. Please see further 
explanations and examples for each step. 
 
I organised photographs in a table. For each photograph, I placed a copy of it in column two 
and wrote the numbers assigned to each participant and interview topics referred to in column 
one. For example (see Appendix 6, Step 1), for participant one, I opened her Phase 1 interview 
transcript in a Word document. For each interview topic, I checked photographs in the table 
and read texts in the interview transcript. Therefore, for the interview topic ‘motivation to study 
in the UK’, I checked the photo of the library and read the interview transcript where she 
discussed how she was motivated to learn knowledge to study in the UK. Note that when 
considering ‘social connections’, I observed her Social Network Diagram to see what key 
social connections she had acknowledged, and then read her explanations of these connections 
from her interview transcript.  
 
For Step 2 to take initial notes (see Appendix 6, Step 2), initial descriptive comments (normal 
unmarked text) could be keywords, phrases or explanations from participants, “describing the 
context of what the participant has said and the subject of the talk within the transcript” (Smith 
et al., 2009, p. 84). For instance, participant Sophia where shared that she felt hurt by the 
feedback ‘very poor language’ from her professor, I used the normal unmarked text ‘hurt by 
feedback on poor English proficiency’ as a descriptive comment to note the subject. Linguistic 
comments (italics) focus on “exploring the specific use of language by the participant” (Smith 
et al., 2009, p. 84), and can include pronoun use, pauses, laughter, functional aspects of 
language, repetition, tone, degree of fluency (articulate/hesitant) and metaphor (Smith et al., 
2009). For example, Sophia used ‘really’, ‘my god’ and sighed repeatedly, which indicated that 
she was shocked and anxious about the feedback, here I italicised the texts to indicate a 
linguistic comment. Conceptual comments (underlined) emphasise “engaging at a more 
interrogative and conceptual level” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 84). Conceptual comments are 
usually more interpretative than the previous two types, and therefore conceptual coding may 
often use a questioning form. Conceptual comments usually move the focus from specific 
claims of participants to participants’ overarching understanding of what they are discussing 
(Smith et al., 2009). For example, going beyond the specific account of frustration by the 
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feedback, I made an underlined conceptual comment ‘increasing academic stress’ to show this 
was a potentially common theme for participants. This step created a list of initial comments 
alongside the interview transcript.  
 
I used Scrivener software for Step 3, Step 4 and Step 6. Scrivener provides a management 
system to organise notes, concepts, research and documents. This research has a large set of 
data from two waves of interviews with thirty-four participants. Scrivener software was helpful 
to manage a large number of emergent themes clearly and flexibly. In Step 3, emergent themes 
were labelled as either Phase 1 or Phase 2, to demonstrate when themes emerged. For example 
(see Appendix 6, Using Scrivener in IPA), ‘expectation to work in big cities’ and ‘master’s 
degree helps job application’ were emergent themes from Phase 1 and are labelled in red; while 
‘cultural differences when with non-Chinese students’ and ‘slow English reading’ were 
emergent themes from Phase 2 and are labelled in green. In Step 4, Scrivener enabled me to 
move emergent themes around and create clusters, a convenient way to explore potential 
connections across emergent themes. For example (see Appendix 6, Using Scrivener in IPA), 
emergent themes ‘expectation to work in big cities’ and ‘master’ degree helps job application’ 
were related themes, I created a cluster for them; also ‘language barriers hinder the 
communication with non-Chinese students’ and ‘lack cultural reference when talking to non-
Chinese students’ were also organised into the same cluster. In this way emergent themes can 
be moved in and out of clusters as many times as required, which was convenient to find 
connections across emergent themes. In Step 6, Scrivener was used to copy themes into another 
folder, which provided the flexibility to produce a final list of themes. For example (see 
Appendix 6, Using Scrivener in IPA), I can click the theme and choose ‘copy to’ the folder 
‘potential list’ where I store themes across cases to produce the final list of themes. The 
function ‘copy to’ also helps to keep the original themes from each participant for details.  
 
To provide more details of the analysis in Step 3, emergent themes were developed after taking 
initial notes. Ideally, emergent themes should be concise phrases to capture the essential quality 
of the subject and conceptual expressions with a slightly higher level of abstraction to allow 
theoretical connections within and across cases (Smith & Osborn, 2015). For instance (see 
Appendix 6, Step 3), I planned to develop emergent themes for participant ten. I created a 
folder for participant ten in Scrivener. I opened his interview transcript in a Word document 
and a Scrivener folder. I observed initial notes in the transcript document on the right-hand side 
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and created emergent themes from these by using concise and conceptual expressions, e.g. 
initially noting ‘want to work in Shanghai’ led to the emergent theme ‘expectation to work in 
big cities’, where I used ‘expectation’ to replace ‘want to work’ and ‘big cities’ to replace 
‘Shanghai’. Also, initially noting ‘getting a master’s degree helps find a better job’ led to the 
emergent theme ‘master’s degree helps job application’, where I used ‘master’s degree’ to 
replace ‘getting a master’s degree’ and ‘job application’ to replace ‘find a better job’ to form 
emergent themes in a more concise and conceptual way. Then I noted emergent themes in the 
Scrivener folder and labelled each emergent theme Phase 1 or Phase 2. For instance, two 
examples above were from the Phase 1 interview and were labelled Phase 1 in red. Ultimately, 
the folder held a list of generated emergent themes with labels.  
 
Step 4 searched for connections across emergent themes for one case (Smith et al., 2009). This 
stage aimed to group emergent themes together based on conceptual similarities using a 
descriptive label to name each cluster (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). I reconsidered the list of 
themes in the participant’s folder in Scrivener. I employed abstraction technique (Smith et al., 
2009) to sort related themes together in clusters. For example (see Appendix 6, Step 4), I found 
‘expectation to work in big cities’ and ‘master’s degree helps job application’ to be related 
themes about jobs. Thus, I merged those two emergent themes as a cluster. I then used broad 
and conceptual phrases that suggest a hierarchical relationship with the themes in clusters — 
these higher-level units can be called superordinate themes (Smith & Osborn, 2015). For 
instance, I used ‘career enhancement’ as the name of a cluster (superordinate theme), while the 
themes ‘expectation to work in big cities’ and ‘master’s degree helps job application’ are 
subordinate themes within this cluster. During this process, some emergent themes were 
dropped because they did not fit the emerging structure or could not provide rich evidence in 
the interview transcript (Smith & Osborn, 2015). For example, the emergent theme ‘age 
difference’, where the participant was older than the majority of other participants did not fit 
with other emergent themes and was only mentioned with a few short sentences. Therefore, 
this emergent theme was discarded. From Step 4 I generated a list of superordinate and 
subordinate themes for the case. 
 
After completing the first case analysis, Step 5 refers to repeating the analysis process from 
Step 1 to Step 4 (Smith et al., 2009). After completing the Phase 1 interview transcript, I 
conducted the same procedure for Phase 2 for the same participant. For instance, after analysing 
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the Phase 1 interview transcript analysis for participant ten, I analysed his Phase 2 interview 
transcript (see Appendix 6, Step 5). Each participant was assigned a Scrivener folder. After 
finishing Phase 1 analysis, I had compiled a list of superordinate and subordinate themes. After 
finishing Phase 2 analysis, I had compiled another list of superordinate and subordinate themes. 
Next, I combined these Phase 1 and Phase 2 themes from the same participant and produced a 
list of superordinate and subordinate themes. I followed the same procedure for each participant; 
thus, I had a list of superordinate and subordinate themes for each participant before 
progressing to the next step of IPA.  
 
Step 6 involved looking for patterns across cases. As suggested by Smith and Osborn (2015) 
and Smith et al. (2009), superordinate themes are those that are not only be particular to a single 
case, but also inform and represent higher order concepts shared by other cases. For example 
(see Appendix 6, Step 6), I created a new folder ‘potential list’ to store a potential list of 
superordinate and subordinate themes. I considered all superordinate themes across cases in 
Scrivener and copied and moved those related superordinate themes together to the ‘potential 
list’ folder. This process involved moving superordinate themes multiple times. For instance, 
‘expectation to work in big cities’ and ‘master’s degree helps job application’ are subordinate 
themes under the superordinate theme ‘career enhancement’ in the previous list. There were 
other themes that could share the same superordinate theme, e.g. ‘change to a new career’ and 
‘learn professional knowledge’. I moved those two themes to the ‘career enhancement’ group 
as additional subordinate themes. Also, I found that superordinate themes ‘career 
enhancement’, ‘English improvement’ and ‘new horizons’ concern motivations and 
expectations to study in the UK. Thus, I created a superordinate theme and named it 
‘motivations and expectations to study in the UK’ and moved those three themes into it as 
subordinate themes. This process produced a master table of themes (a list of superordinate 
and subordinate themes).  
 
Proceeding those six steps for IPA, I employed NVivo to conduct further coding based on the 
master table of themes (see Appendix 6, Coding in NVivo). I created NVivo nodes from my 
master list of superordinate and subordinate themes from previous analysis. I entered all 
interview transcript documents into Files in the data section in NVivo. Based on my previous 
list, I coded relevant parts of the interview transcripts that mentioned nodes. I highlighted text 
and used coding stripes to observe these coded texts and nodes. For instance, in the Phase 2 
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interview transcript for participant ten, the highlighted text is about the challenges of 
interaction with non-Chinese students, so I coded it with the node — the red coding stripe 
shows on the right-hand side. Through NVivo I manually linked the list of superordinate and 
subordinate themes with original interview transcripts, which was helpful to provide extracts 
from participants for the writing-up stage.  
 
I started writing up the findings shortly after data analysis. After a list of superordinate and 
subordinate themes was generated, there was no sequence suggesting which superordinate 
themes should be presented first. All subordinate themes had Phase 1 or Phase 2 labels. To 
present how Chinese PGT students’ experiences develop in the transition process, those 
superordinate themes which held more subordinate themes in Phase 1 were ranked first and 
those superordinate themes which held more subordinate themes in Phase 2 were ranked in the 
end. For instance, readers could observe what motived Chinese PGT students to study in the 
UK first, then what academic and social challenges they encountered which finally developed 
transformative growth. IPA findings sections usually present interpretative analysis with 
verbatim extracts from transcripts to support the discussion (Smith et al., 2009; Smith & 
Osborn, 2015). Therefore, while writing up I selected extracts from participants and I provided 
a detailed interpretative commentary of the text, which provide an account of my data and offer 
an interpretation of what this data means.  
 
Synthesis  
To my knowledge, this research tends to be the first longitudinal IPA study where visual and 
interview data have been combined to understand Chinese PGT students’ transitional 
experience in the UK. The overall research design is consistent with principles of IPA. 
Interviews are an effective method to collect detailed first-person accounts of Chinese PGT 
students’ experience. The photograph-elicitation technique provided Chinese PGT students 
with an opportunity to reflect and represent their experience in an alternative way and 
motivated them to provide more details in the interviews. Drawing social network diagrams 
also appeared to help Chinese PGT students to reflect on their overall social connections, as it 
is easier to describe and explain their social connections based on the structure in the diagrams 
than trying to recall these connections from memory. The longitudinal design through Phase 1 
and 2, was helpful to track potential changes over time and facilitate an exploration of how 
Chinese PGT students interpret and respond to such changes. Altogether, interviews, visual 
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methods and the longitudinal design were powerful methods to achieve the goal of IPA: to 
make sense of participants’ interpretation of their textual and visual representation of their 
experience at two stages as a way of exploring the experience of Chinese PGT students in the 
UK.  
 
Moreover, triangulation was employed to promote the trustworthiness of the findings by 
making use of data either from several sources or different source types (Bryman, 2016; 
Creswell & Poth, 2018). In this study, semi-structured interviews are the primary data source 
to obtain information about Chinese PGT students’ experience. Simultaneously, visual 
methods, i.e., photographs and social network diagrams, were collected to triangulate the 
findings. For instance, Ashley expressed her difficulty of reading in English in her interview 
with a photo (see Figure 4-4). Ashley’s photo of piles of books in the library confirm that she 
experienced language barriers when finishing English reading materials. The explanations in 
the interview, in turn, help us understand what the photo means to her. We may understand the 
photo as studying in the library, but we obtain more details from the interview. For instance, 
that she found it challenging to read academic materials due to her English proficiency level. 
Data from social network diagrams tend to indicate that fellow Chinese students in the UK are 
the primary social connection for Chinese PGT students in this study. Interview data allowed 
further exploration of underlying reasons fellow Chinese students in the UK provide one 
another with academic support, such as by establishing study groups, with social support, by 
being close friends, and emotional support, by encouraging one another when facing challenges. 
In summary, employing different types of data has allowed triangulation to cross-check results 
from different sources and enhance the trustworthiness of the research.  
 
3.5 Ethical Considerations 
An ethics application has been approved by the University of Glasgow’s College of Social 
Sciences Research Ethics Committee before undertaking this research. An Ethics Form, a Plain 
Language Statement (Appendix 7), a Consent Form (Appendix 8) and Interview Themes 
(Appendix 9) were submitted during this ethics application. Documents related to photographs 
containing a Plain Language Statement for Photo Subjects (Appendix 10), a Consent Form for 
Photo Subjects (Appendix 11) and Instructions for Taking Photographs (Appendix 12) were 
also included in ethics application.  
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After gaining ethics approval, it is crucial to ensure informed consent. Participants should be 
given sufficient information before making an informed decision about whether or not to 
participate in research (Bryman, 2016; Webster, Lewis, & Brown, 2014). I used a blend of 
approaches to convey research information to participants. I initially sent out emails with 
information about the research. After participants responded with interest, I emailed them the 
Plain Language Statement and Consent Form. I also used WeChat to send short messages about 
the aim of the research, information about myself and recruitment criteria. I then provided more 
explanation when they showed further interest in participating in this study. I also emphasised 
that participation in this research was entirely voluntary and participants had the right to 
withdraw at any time without prejudice.  
 
One challenge I encountered was that Chinese students seemed not to fully understand research 
information. It may be the case that some Chinese students did not have sufficient English 
proficiency and were unfamiliar with research procedures. For instance, since the initial 
information email was in English, A few Chinese students expressed their interest, but asked 
me questions that were answered by the information in the email. I encouraged participants to 
ask questions and answered their questions and issued Chinese interview themes either by 
WeChat or email before the interview. I printed out a Plain Language Statement and a Consent 
Form and asked participants to read both forms and sign the Consent Form before the interview, 
which gave participants another chance to understand the research information and ask me 
questions face-to-face to ensure they understood the research information and agreed to 
participate in this research.  
 
Moreover, informed consent should also be considered in relation to the photographs in this 
research. Participants were given a Plain Language Statement for Photo Subjects, a Consent 
Form for Photo Subjects and Instruction for Taking Photographs. However, it might have been 
challenging to gain the informed consent of people in these photographs (Bryman, 2016). One 
solution is mentioned in Instruction for Taking Photographs that participants should consider 
taking photographs of a part of the body such as hands or feet rather than faces. However, one 
of my participants took a photo on the street with many people and was not able to get everyone 
to sign the consent form. Another solution is to pixelate people’s faces so that they are 
unidentifiable (Bryman, 2016). I followed this suggestion and asked my participant to blur 
people’s faces.  
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Confidentiality is also of great importance in ethical considerations. Participants in this study 
were asked to choose a pseudonym so they would not be identifiable. In this study, participants’ 
personal information, such as name, gender and contact details, were stored separately from 
the interview recordings and transcripts. In the research data folder, each participant was given 
a serial number. Paper documents, such as interview themes, consent forms and Social Network 
Diagrams were stored in a secure and lockable room. Electronic files, such as interview 
recordings and transcripts, were stored in a private password-protected laptop. OneDrive was 
used to share data with supervisors by granting access to an electronic folder and the back-up 
of the data.  
 
3.6 Reliability and Validity  
Reliability refers to the replicability of research findings and validity refers to the degree that 
the research findings accurately reflect the phenomena being investigated (Ormston, Ritchie, 
Lewis, & Morrell, 2014). Reliability and validity are significant criteria to assess the quality of 
quantitative research. Due to the different epistemological foundation of qualitative and 
quantitative research, it can be argued that statistic measures of reliability and validity are not 
appropriate for qualitative investigation (Rachel et al., 2014). Thus, trustworthiness is proposed 
to assess qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Guba & Lincoln, 1994, as cited in 
Bryman, 2016).  
 
Trustworthiness includes four criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability and 
confirmability (Bryman, 2016). Each of these four criteria has an equivalent criterion in 
quantitative research. Credibility is in line with internal validity, which means “whether there 
is a correspondence between researchers’ observations and the theoretical ideas they develop” 
(Bryman, 2016, p. 384). Transferability is in line with external validity, which means “the 
degree to which a study can be replicated” (Bryman, 2016, p. 383). Dependability parallels 
reliability, and confirmability parallels objectivity (Bryman, 2016).  
 
The credibility of research findings can be supported by conducting research in good practice 
and validating the data (Bryman, 2016). This research has followed principles of good practice, 
such as applying for ethics, gaining permissions and ensuring confidentiality. Validation could 
refer to respondent validation or member validation and triangulation (Bryman, 2016). In this 
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research, I sent interview transcripts to research participants for confirmation and asked my 
supervisor and a PhD researcher to check the coding process and emergent themes. Participants 
corrected a few small mistakes in the interview transcripts and the checking of the coding 
process produced similar results. Triangulation refers to using more than one method or source 
of data in the research (Bryman, 2016). This research has employed a longitudinal approach 
and visual methods, i.e., photo-elicitation and diagrammatic-elicitation along with interviews, 
which has provided a chance to triangulate the study and to improve research credibility. 
Regarding transferability, “thick description” enables readers to make judgements about the 
transferability of findings to other contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, as cited in Bryman, 2016). 
As seen previously in this chapter, detailed and comprehensive descriptions of participant 
profiles, stages of data collection and data analysis of this study were provided. To ensure 
dependability, I have kept a record of the research process, from ethics application, participant 
recruitment, data collection, interview transcripts to data analysis. In terms of confirmability, 
member checks were conducted after the interviews with participants, my supervisor and a 
PhD researcher to enhance the logic of the data interpretation, which has decreased the 
possibility of overly using personal values or theoretical perspectives on the research findings.  
 
On one hand, my personal experience as a previous Chinese postgraduate taught student and 
as a current Chinese PhD student in the UK may have influenced my collecting and interpreting 
of participants’ stories. On the other hand, my experience provides a valuable advantage to 
better understand Chinese PGT students’ experience because I was one of them and I share the 
same language and culture. I remember being challenged, nervous, annoyed, disappointed, but 
also being excited, curious, happy and experiencing satisfying moments. However, personal 
feelings in the data collection process may cause some bias. I may, for instance, feel more 
sympathy if participants have encountered a similar experience as mine than those who 
experienced different ones. In my PhD journey, I have learned that I need to follow procedures 
rigorously when conducting research to be an independent and professional researcher. I am 
aware that I should not let my personal emotions sway my critical stance in the research. 
Therefore, I tried to remain calm and open to any opinion or experience and interpret each 
experience from a critical perspective. In summary, this research has attempted to be 
trustworthy by ensuring participants’ voices are heard authentically and their experiences are 
represented.  
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Chapter 4 Findings  
 
4.1 Overview  
This chapter will present findings from this research. The superordinate themes follow a 
sequence of time. Themes mentioned more frequently during the first phase of interviews are 
ranked earlier and those mentioned more frequently during the second phase of interviews are 
ranked later. As this research involves two-phase interviews incorporating photograph-
elicitation and diagrammatic-elicitation techniques, this section will discuss the data gathered 
from interviews, photographs and Social Network Diagrams.  
 
The findings that will be discussed below include the nine superordinate themes which this 
chapter is structured around: Motivations and Expectations to Study in the UK (Section 4.2), 
English Proficiency and Academic Experience in the UK (Sections 4.3 and 4.4), Critical 
Thinking (Section 4.5), Interaction with Social Connections (Section 4.6), Influence from 
Social Connections (Section 4.7), Psychological Well-being (Section 4.8), Transformative 
Growth and Transitioning out (Sections 4.9 and 4.10). Each superordinate theme starts with a 
vignette to provide a general impression of the theme of discussion. Subordinate themes under 
these nine superordinate themes will then provide specific descriptions and interpretations. 
Each superordinate theme finally ends with a synthesis to summarise and make connections 
among themes. 
 
4.2 Superordinate Theme 1: Motivations and Expectations to Study in 
the UK 
 
Vignette 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bella, a girl from China, has just started her master’s in business in the UK. She wanted 
to go abroad to see a different world. She visited some churches while travelling and 
noticed that the churches were magnificent and had a different style from China’s 
architecture. She was interested in seeing something, no matter whether it was 
architecture, culture or ways of thinking, as long as it was different from China.  
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There are an increasing number of Chinese students studying overseas similar to Bella in their 
motivations. This section shows that new horizons, employment prospects and English 
proficiency were the top three motivations and expectations for Chinese students choosing to 
study in the UK.  
 
4.2.1 New Horizons  
In the international student literature, Chinese international students expressed their 
expectations of studying abroad to broaden their horizons and experience a different way of 
life (Cebolla-Boado et al., 2018). More specifically, to gain a better understanding of Western 
culture was an important motivation for Chinese international students (McLeay et al., 2018).  
From the findings of this research, more than half of the Chinese students reported that they 
wanted to broaden their horizons by studying in the UK. For instance, Eisley (F-Bus-1) 1 
expressed her motivation by providing a photograph, which shows her looking at the sea 
(Figure 4-1) with a popular phrase, “The world is so big. I just want to go out and see it.”  
 
Figure 4-1 “The world is so big. I just want to go out and see it.” 
 
1 (F-Bus-1) means Eisley is a female student in the business school and the interview was taken in phase 1.  
M means male, F means female; Bus means participants are based in the Adam Smith Business School; Edu 
means participants are in the School of Education; Law means participants are in the School of Law; Cul means 
the School of Culture and Creative Arts; Geo means the School of Geographical and Earth Sciences.   
1 means the interview was taken from Phase 1; 2 means the interview was taken in Phase 2. 
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In the photograph, Eisley used the sea as a metaphor to represent the world. According to Baidu 
Wikipedia, this phrase gained popularity in social media in China after it was used by a Chinese 
teacher as an unusual reason to quit their job. Chinese young people have been under 
considerable pressure to confirm within Chinese culture for a long time, and thus it is 
challenging for them to act otherwise, such as leaving their current life and exploring a bigger 
world outside of China. Eisley used the phrase to emphasise her passion for going with her 
heart and broadening her horizons in the UK. Apart from the attractiveness of seeking new 
horizons, she expressed a desire to escape from pressure in a Chinese context, e.g., graduating 
from a relatively low-ranking university, experiencing difficulties in finding a good job and 
not finding a perceived good romantic relationship. Therefore, she perceived that studying in 
the UK could provide her with an excellent opportunity to be away from family pressure and 
meet new people in a new world. Likewise, Chao believed that “new horizon[s]” while 
studying overseas was essential for his future:  
 
The first expectation to study abroad is to see a completely new horizon… 
[Climbing mountains as a metaphor for challenges in the future] If your horizon is 
not broad enough, it would be very challenging to climb a mountain, extremely 
hard. You don’t know where you should go, and you may easily go in the wrong 
way. (Chao, M-Bus-1) 
 
 
Figure 4-2 “The higher you stand, the further you will see.” 
 
Chao took a photograph of mountains from a plane (Figure 4-2). As the name of the photograph 
suggests, he believed he could broaden his horizons to see a bigger picture, comparable to the 
view of mountains from a plane. Chao had some challenging work experience for a year in 
China before starting his master’s in the UK. Chao believed that studying in the UK would 
enhance his horizons and help him to make informed decisions when facing challenges in work 
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because a better vision would help him see where he stands and where he is going. Arguably, 
while beneficial to see the bigger picture, more choices may also lead to greater confusion. It 
takes time, experience and reflection to know which options are suitable in the future. 
 
In summary, broadening horizons is an essential reason for Chinese students’ decision to study 
in the UK, indicating that Chinese students at this age would like to see a bigger world and 
realise the importance of the scope for their future. Despite the excitement, new horizons while 
studying in the UK could also be full of challenges, but their motivation gives them courage.  
 
4.2.2 Employment Prospects 
Around one-third of the Chinese students in this study reported that they believed studying a 
master’s in the UK could enhance their future career, such as finding a decent job after 
graduation. Improving employment prospects in China is a crucial reason for Chinese students 
to make decisions to study abroad. Chinese international students believed studying in the UK 
is an investment and would be beneficial for their future career in China (Huang & Turner, 
2018). For example, Neil explained why studying in the UK would help him find a good job 
in Shanghai:  
 
I want to work in Shanghai after [my master’s] graduation. Some banks in Shanghai 
prefer graduates from ‘211’ and ‘985’ [Project] and my undergraduate university 
is not qualified. My family suggested me to do a master’s degree, to improve my 
educational qualification. Also, the master’s entrance exam in China is more 
difficult to pass [than applying for universities in the UK] and UK master’s degree 
only takes one year, so we think it is a rewarding choice. (Neil, M-Bus-1) 
 
Working in Shanghai was Neil’s first consideration when he and his family make the decision 
he should study abroad. The 211 Project was introduced by the Ministry of Education of the 
People's Republic of China to strengthen the standards of about 100 higher education 
institutions and a number of key disciplines in 21st-century China, while the 985 Project refers 
to a program which supports around 30 key universities to create world-class institutions (Ying, 
2012). In China, graduates from universities in the 211 Project (High-level Universities and 
Key Disciplinary Fields) and 985 Project (World Class Universities) are preferable in China’s 
job market. Chinese students, including Neil, expected a master’s qualification in the UK to 
facilitate their career development (Bamber, 2014). Due to credential inflation in China, a 
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master’s degree is essential for seeking a perceived valuable job (Li, 2013) and some Chinese 
students believe a master’s qualification will help them obtain promotions before their peers 
(Bamber, 2014). In addition, entrance exams in China can be very competitive, whereas 
applying for a master’s programme in the UK only require transcripts for undergraduate study 
and IELTS (International English Language Testing System). Moreover, it takes a shorter time 
to complete a master’s degree in the UK than other countries (Li, 2013), e.g., one or two years 
shorter than in China, U.S.A and Australia. Therefore, linked to educational qualifications, 
entrance exams and time it takes to complete a master’s degree, Neil’s initial motivation for 
his decision to study in the UK, as quoted above, was related to future employment prospects.  
 
Unlike Neil’s clear career goal as a motivation to study in the UK, Wendy (F-Bus-1) regarded 
the master’s experience in the UK as an opportunity to find a future career direction: “I want 
to use this year, before working, to find my strength… to know what I’m good at… and what 
I’m interested in and what I want to do…”. Wendy explained that she attended a workshop 
provided by university and she was inspired by the idea of “find your strength”. Culturally, 
Chinese students’ parents make decisions for Chinese students. Chinese students have been 
influenced by Confucian culture and filial piety is a cornerstone of Confucian Chinese culture, 
which means Chinese students are taught to respect and obey their parents. Chinese parents 
may intervene in discussions and manipulate the application process to study abroad (Bodycott 
& Lai, 2012). Unlike some Chinese students who blindly follow their parents’ decisions to 
study a degree and find a job, Wendy expected to know more about herself, what her interests 
are and what jobs she can do. Chinese parents, generally, have rich working and life experience 
and they want to help their children choose the best option, but they forget in turn to listen to 
their children and their advice may not be right for their children. 
 
In summary, to enhance employment prospects is an essential motivation for Chinese students 
to study in the UK. Some Chinese students may have specific career goals prior to coming to 
the UK, while others expect to find their future career direction while studying in the UK. 
Arguably, having a career goal before coming to the UK can be helpful in their transition from 
university to work since they can focus on the knowledge, skills and experience they need in 
that specific field in the future. Chinese students with no clear career directions, however, are 
open to different opportunities and to learning diverse skills than those with a fixed career goal. 
Equally, Chinese students’ career intentions may change during and after studying in the UK.  
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4.2.3 English Proficiency  
In addition to broadening horizons and enhancing employment prospects, Chinese students 
have high expectations about improving their English proficiency in the UK. This expectation 
was the case for around one-fourth of Chinese students in this study. For instance, Wendy (F-
Bus-1) expressed her desire to improve her English speaking: “I feel, we come here, we really 
want to improve our English, and we really want to communicate with the locals”, while Ashley 
(F-Edu-1) mentioned English reading skills: “I just want to have the ability to read English 
materials, directly.” Furthermore, Zoe expressed her expectations to improve her language 
proficiency in a “pure English” environment:  
This is my expectation to UK education, an environment to speak English, a better 
environment. This English PowerPoint represents my expectation to have a pure 
English education...at least my English should be much, much, much better than 
now, very, very fluent. (Zoe, F-Bus-1)  
 
 
 
Figure 4-3 “English Immersion” 
 
Zoe provided a photograph from a PowerPoint presentation (Figure 4-3) which for her 
represented a “pure English” learning environment. Zoe’s undergraduate study in China was 
bilingual, i.e., Chinese and English; however, she felt that she failed to improve her English 
proficiency because she was always in a Chinese environment, either in academic study or 
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social life. Therefore, she perceived studying in the UK as living in a 100% English 
environment and she assumed that “immersing in English” would significantly improve her 
English proficiency so she would be “fluent”. Studying and living in the UK could indeed 
provide a better environment to learn and practice English, but the development of English 
proficiency would largely depend on her own efforts. 
 
In contrast, Ashley achieved the required English level of the university and did not take any 
language course in the UK, Wendy took a local language course in the UK before her university 
study commenced, and Zoe underwent bilingual undergraduate study in China. These three 
participants, despite their divergent situations, all expressed their expectation to improve 
English proficiency. Moreover, achieving bilingual undergraduate study in China is 
uncommon. It is interesting to note that, compared with Chinese students who had no chance 
to be taught English in their undergraduate study, Zoe expressed a strong desire to be “fluent” 
and to improve her English proficiency despite her previous bilingual experience. 
 
In summary, Chinese students held English proficiency expectations about studying in the UK. 
This expectation is from participants with previous English learning experiences in China and 
the UK and could be attributed to their perceived failure of developing English proficiency 
from previous English learning experiences.  
 
Synthesis  
Overall, Theme 1 “Motivations and Expectations to Study in the UK” indicates that new 
horizons, employment prospects and English proficiency were the primary motivations and 
expectations for Chinese students to study a postgraduate taught programme in the UK. 
Chinese students expected to broaden their horizons and experience a different life. Reasons 
given by participants included escaping pressures from a Chinese context, and the importance 
of having a bigger picture to plan their future. Chinese students believed studying a master’s 
in the UK could enhance career prospects because employers in China favour applicants with 
overseas studying experience and a master’s is desirable in the Chinese job market. Chinese 
students may have clear career goals or expect to find their future career directions before 
studying in the UK. Moreover, Chinese students expressed high expectations to improve their 
English proficiency while studying in the UK because they were disappointed with their 
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previous English learning experience in China and they believed the UK could offer a better 
English environment. 
 
It is worth stressing that Chinese students’ motivations and expectations may predict different 
elements of their experience when studying in the UK because those are their first concerns. If 
new horizons, career prospects and English proficiency are their primary concerns, they are 
likely to be interested in participating in cultural activities, making new friends, attending 
career workshops and practising English. Understanding Chinese students’ motivations and 
expectations is arguably important as these factors could have a significant impact on the short- 
and long-term effects of their transitional experience in the UK.  
 
4.3 Superordinate Theme 2: English Proficiency  
 
Vignette  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Language proficiency is a significant predictor for international student experience. English 
proficiency is influential in easing the transition of Chinese postgraduate students in the UK 
(Zhou & Todman, 2009). With high expectations to develop English proficiency when studying 
in the UK, Chinese students talked about the language barriers they encountered during 
transition and their reflections on how they have or have not improved their English proficiency.  
 
4.3.1 English Proficiency as a Challenge  
Half of the Chinese students in this research reported they had encountered language barriers 
from all four aspects: speaking, listening, writing and reading. Among thirty-four participants, 
Wendy, from China, was studying business in the UK. When considering the most 
important suggestion she could give to new Chinese students coming to study in the 
UK, she said, “learn English the best you can”. Her teacher in China told her that ‘the 
level of your English means your level of life abroad’. She didn’t understand that before 
coming to the UK, but realised it was quite right when she was living in the UK. She 
found that people with a good command of English could easily understand course 
contents, write assignments, chat with other international students and even find an 
English-speaking boyfriend.  
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eight students mentioned challenges from English reading, six from English speaking and six 
from listening. Challenges of English writing will not be discussed further in this section 
because it is a distinct subordinate theme and will be discussed under the superordinate theme 
Academic Experience in the UK.   
 
Chinese students often face the challenge of finishing a large amount of readings in another 
language when studying in the UK. Most reading materials in Chinese undergraduate study are 
in Chinese, and traditionally focus on one textbook, rather than a reading list as in British 
academic culture. Ashley, for instance, expressed her frustration with reading in English:  
 
It is so hard! Really hard, more than I expected. I need to look up new words all 
the time when I was reading materials prepared by lecturers. It sometimes has many 
terms, and sometimes I still don't understand them even if I translate the terms. 
(Ashley, F-Edu-1)  
 
 
Figure 4-4 “Difficulty” 
 
Ashley provided a photograph with piles of books (see Figure 4-4 above) to show that it was a 
big challenge for her to read in English. Ashley explained that the meaning matters, rather than 
the terms while reading, which made her feel frustrated that she failed to understand the idea 
even after she had looked up all the terms in the designated readings. Chinese students’ 
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difficulty of reading in English can be traced back to their previous English learning experience 
in China. Chinese students’ English learning experience in China focuses on taking and passing 
exams. Thus, within China, reading in English refers to ‘testing strategies’ to prepare for exams, 
but Chinese students need to gain knowledge from readings in the UK (Liu, 2015). This 
contributes to Chinese students’ struggle to understand readings in a foreign language and 
simultaneously gain subject knowledge.  
 
Moreover, Chinese students experienced challenges with respect to spoken English. For 
instance, Sabrina (F-Bus-2) reported her proficiency in oral English hindered communication 
in group work: “In the UK, they have many group work... I feel we have different ideas. 
Sometimes I don't know how to express my ideas, so I just compromise.” Sabrina was not able 
to express her ideas in groups; thus, she had to accept ideas that she may not agree with and 
those ideas may affect the assessment result for group work. English classes in China are 
generally taught in lectures and assessed by written exams (Zhou, Liu, & Rideout, 2017). 
Chinese students reported from the literature that the vocabulary and phrases learned in China 
were not for conversational English (Heng, 2018), which directly limited their oral ability to 
exchange ideas. Chinese students lack the chance of learning and practising spoken English 
before coming to the UK, which could be a reason why Chinese students commonly regard 
spoken English as a challenge, such as in group discussions, group work and daily life.  
 
Furthermore, several Chinese students mentioned their difficulties in English listening. 
Chinese international students found it challenging to understand English speakers with accents 
(He & Hutson, 2018). Sophia (F-Bus-1) mentioned: “The lecturer's accent...I just cannot follow 
sometimes.” Ken (M-Bus-1) also reported that he didn't want to ask lecturers questions because 
of the accent issue: “I will ask my classmates [when I have questions]. No, not the lecturers. I 
cannot understand that accent.” English classes in China mostly use standard English, such as 
standard American English and British English, and learning resources are from renowned 
sources such as the VOA (Voice of America) and the BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation). 
Chinese students, therefore, become used to standard English, which could be a reason that 
they experience trouble with understanding English accents they have never heard before. Also, 
the Scottish accent is quite distinct, and so, Chinese students may find English with a Scottish 
accent different from what they learned in China.  
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Ken and Sophia had never been abroad before coming to the UK and stayed in the UK for three 
months and half a year, respectively, when discussing the experience of the Scottish accent in 
this research. Interestingly, the challenge of accent also happened to Wenqiang who had 
studied in Finland for one year and had been in the UK for one month when interviewed:  
Language is the main challenge. When I was in Finland, I feel I get more used to 
the accent from Finland English, and accents from other European countries like 
France, Italy and Germany. I've never known the Scottish accent before. Once, I 
was in a store, staff said, ‘Do you need a bag?’. It is ‘a bag’ now, but when I was 
there, I heard, ‘Do you need a bike?’ It was very awkward. I was thinking, why do 
I need a bike? If not, what is it? (Wenqiang, M-Bus-1) 
 
Wenqiang discussed the above misunderstanding in a store because of the distinct Scottish 
accent. It is interesting to note that he found the Scottish accent to be challenging, although he 
had overseas study experience in Finland for one year. Despite experience listening to English 
in various accents, he still needed to adapt to a new accent when moving to a new location.  
 
In addition, Chinese students may have difficulties with fast speech. Lyn (F-Bus-1) noted: “If 
the professor talks a bit slowly, then I feel I can follow, but if he speaks a bit faster than that, 
then I cannot understand.” Similarly, Sabrina (F-Bus-1) reported: “It’s hard to understand if 
they speak English too fast. If talking to non-Chinese, I can only have the conversation for the 
first two or three sentences [smile] and have no idea what they are talking about after that.” 
Thus, according to their experiences, English speaking speed is not only a factor for Lyn to 
understand course content in academic settings, but also for Sabrina to have conversations with 
English speakers in social settings.  
 
In summary, Chinese students typically encounter expected and unexpected language barriers. 
Difficulties of English proficiency involve listening, speaking, reading and writing. Chinese 
students experienced language barriers on academic study and life aspects in both the Phase 1 
and Phase 2 interviews. These barriers did not only occur for Chinese students who were abroad 
for the first time and had stayed in the UK for a short period, but also for Chinese students who 
were abroad before and had some overseas studying experience. Furthermore, with the same 
high frequency of reported language concerns in Phase 1 and Phase 2, the language barrier was 
important for Chinese students throughout the whole transition process, not only at the 
beginning of their study.  
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4.3.2 Reflections on English Proficiency Changes 
While half of the Chinese participants in this study experienced challenges of English 
proficiency, they also reported reflections on whether their level of English proficiency had 
improved along with possible reasons for this. Several Chinese students claimed they had 
improved their English proficiency, particularly in reading and speaking:  
 
I think I can read more quickly. I can scan an article to see whether it would be 
helpful to me, or whether it is worth reading in more details...in the past, I just need 
to read line by line. (Alice, F-Bus-2)  
 
I have indeed improved my English proficiency compared with the very start. At 
first, I completely didn't know what to say and I didn't know how to join a 
conversation. But it has gradually become better. Once you have ideas, you just 
say it, you don't need to think about it too much. (Lydia, F-Edu-2)  
 
Alice provided an example above of improving her reading speed. Despite difficulties in 
reading English articles in the past, she elaborated in her interview that two semesters of study 
had provided her with more experience of English reading, which helped her get used to the 
structure of English articles and grasp key contents of the reading materials. Alternatively, 
Lydia reflected on “conversation” skills acknowledging an improvement from not 
understanding “how to join a conversation” to ‘just say it’ by engaging with group members 
and developing confidence during discussions. 
 
Moreover, Chinese students in this study stated that they proactively improved their English 
proficiency. For instance, Stephanie 2 (F-Edu-1) proactively sought an English language 
partner: “My flatmates are all Chinese, and all girls, and they like speaking Chinese. So, I 
applied for a language partner, an American, and I usually meet him for a chat once a week.” 
Stephanie 2 applied for a language partner through the University of Glasgow SRC 
Conversational English Scheme, which is free and matches international students with a native-
English speaker to learn about English culture and language. Chinese students tend to spend a 
large amount of time with other Chinese students due to the ease of communicating with other 
students with a similar culture and language. In Stephanie 2’s case, her flatmates were all 
Chinese and they were more comfortable speaking their original language than English. Unlike 
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other Chinese students who may stay within their comfort zone, Stephanie 2 took the initiative 
and had regular meetings with a native-English speaker to practise her English.  
 
Apart from applying for a language partner from a university scheme, Chao (M-Bus-1), made 
use of social areas in the building where he lived to practice his English: “Scottish accent is 
very strong, so I usually chat with local people downstairs, and I bring some tea for them.” 
Chao provided a photograph (Figure 4-5) and named it “Break and adapt”. He explained that 
he regretted renting a place to live alone, which limited his opportunity to meet people and 
practice English. The name of the photograph “Break and adapt” represents his expectation to 
leave his comfort zone, socialise with local people and adapt to the new environment. Thus, 
Chao proactively made friends with his neighbours, which helped him improve his English 
proficiency as well as learning local culture.  
 
 
Figure 4-5 “Break and Adapt” 
 
However, Chinese students held differing opinions in terms of Chinese students proactively 
practicing English with native-English speakers. Sophia (F-Bus-1), for example, was proactive 
talking to local classmates: “I would initiate the conversation with a male student in my class 
because he is Scottish. I would say, hi there, and then have a chat with him.” Sophia explained 
that she was not understood and accepted by some of her Chinese classmates, as they perceived 
her as hooking up with westerners. To some traditional Chinese students, ‘to hook up with 
westerners’ implies a sexual connection. Sophia expressed anger with this judgement raising 
her voice as she said: “Honestly, I don't care. It’s all worth it...I have spent more than two 
hundred thousand yuan [to be in the UK], I'm not here to make friends with you [Chinese]!” 
Sophia’s experience is echoed within the international student literature: a tension between the 
desire to improve English proficiency with English speakers and the simultaneous need to 
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connect with Chinese friends for ease of communication (Yan & Berliner, 2011). Chinese 
students face a dilemma, in that they can either choose to be close to English speakers to 
improve English proficiency, or remain with Chinese friends for easy communication due to 
similar language and culture (Yan & Berliner, 2011). Sophia chose to continue her 
conversations with native-English speakers to improve her English proficiency, but the price 
of that was to lose some connections with Chinese classmates. Regarding her background, she 
had work experiences for over seven years in China before studying in the UK, and thus was 
older than many of the other Chinese students in this research. She had always dreamed of 
studying abroad, but put this dream aside because she faced stigma and pressure to seek a 
family and children, rather than studying abroad. Her situation changed when she separated 
from her boyfriend. Following this painful experience, she finally made the decision to be brave 
to do what she wanted to do. Therefore, she was clear, during her interview, about what she 
wanted from her international educational experience due to her age, work experience and past 
romantic relationship. 
 
However, despite all good intentions, not all Chinese students improved their English 
proficiency. Ke was disappointed that she failed to improve her command of English while 
studying in the UK, and Savanna explained Chinese students need to strive to improve their 
English proficiency.  
 
Before coming [to the UK], I thought my English proficiency would be very good 
because I will be in an English environment every day. However, after coming [to 
the UK], I'm surrounded by Chinese, my English proficiency is not even as good 
as the time I was preparing for IELTS in China. (Ke, F-Bus-1)  
 
I think you need to improve your English proficiency by yourself. Don't assume 
your English will be improved once you are abroad. It depends on your own efforts. 
(Savanna, F-Edu-2) 
 
Indeed, an English environment is essential to improve English proficiency, but studying 
abroad does not necessarily mean Chinese students will continuously use English. As the 
literature indicates, Chinese students found it difficult to improve their English proficiency if 
they lived with Chinese students and always spoke Chinese (Su & Harrison, 2016). In Ke’s 
case, given the large number of Chinese students in the Adam Smith Business School, she had 
many Chinese friends who possibly studied, lived and socialised together all the time. 
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Furthermore, as Savanna suggested, Chinese students need to strive to improve their English 
skills, rather than relying on automatic changes while living in the UK.   
 
In summary, Chinese students shared how they perceived changes in their English proficiency 
and provided examples of possible reasons and helpful approaches concerning English 
proficiency. Some Chinese students perceived that they had improved their English proficiency 
while others had not. It could be the case that Chinese students who stay in their comfort zone 
and lack the chance to be exposed to an English-speaking environment, but it could also be the 
case that Chinese students were unaware of improvements because they developed gradually 
from day-to-day or their English proficiency had been improved but still had not reached their 
expected level of English proficiency. In addition, while some Chinese students held the 
assumption that they would automatically have a good command of English when studying in 
the UK, other students realised the importance of themselves, and role of their proactive actions 
to improve English proficiency.  
 
Synthesis 
Overall, Theme 2 “English Proficiency” presents how Chinese students typically experienced 
language barriers and reflected on changes in English proficiency over time. English 
proficiency is a major challenge for Chinese students, such as reading English materials, 
expressing ideas in group discussions and understanding English speakers with accents. 
Several Chinese students reported they improved their English proficiency in Phase 2, 
including increased English reading speed and improved spoken English for group discussions. 
Several Chinese students were proactive and practiced English with native-English speakers, 
such as English language partners, local neighbours and local classmates. However, not all 
Chinese students successfully improved their English proficiency. A few Chinese students 
expected their English proficiency would be automatically improved, but neglected that they 
also needed to strive to achieve a better command of English.   
 
Chinese students generally held high expectations that they would improve their English 
proficiency significantly during their studies. On one hand, several Chinese students 
encountered language barriers, but overall improved their English proficiency. On the other 
hand, some Chinese students did not improve, especially when there was a lack of 
acknowledgement that they had a crucial role to play in developing their own command of 
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English. Furthermore, through the experience of these students I found that English proficiency 
is crucial when Chinese students are at the beginning of their transition because their grasp of 
English influentially affected the quality of their life and experiences in the UK. Near the end 
of transition English proficiency may affect job applications after the study. Therefore, English 
proficiency is a significant factor influencing Chinese PGT students’ experience in the UK 
because it is arguably the “glue” for their overall transitional experience — be it academic, 
social, psychological or daily life experience.  
 
4.4 Superordinate Theme 3: Academic Experience in the UK  
 
Vignette 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Superordinate theme 3 focuses on Chinese students’ academic experience in the UK, and three 
subordinate themes were found to be associated with this superordinate theme: academic 
writing, self-directed learning and interdependent learning.  
 
4.4.1 Emphasis on Academic Writing  
 
In terms of academic writing, Chinese students reported the challenges they encountered and 
the support they received. Around forty percent of the Chinese students in this study stated that 
they had experienced difficulties in academic writing (Subsection 4.4.1.1), such as facing 
deadlines, language barriers and academic writing conventions. Also, around forty percent of 
the Chinese students in this study provided examples of support (Subsection 4.4.1.2) from the 
university, lecturers and themselves. 
 
Angela, from China, was studying Education in the UK. She found that the most 
challenging part of her experience in the UK was her academic experience, particularly 
academic writing. In the past, she only focused on English writing, e.g. making sure 
there were no grammar and spelling mistakes, but in the UK, she needed to meet the 
requirements of academic writing. Her assignments always received low grades, but she 
was grateful that she could learn a lot from the feedback.  
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4.4.1.1 Academic Writing: Challenges   
Chinese students mentioned completing assignments in a limited time was a core challenge of 
academic writing. Alice and Yami, for instance, described how they met deadlines for 
assignments: 
 
The challenge was that I had five deadlines from the end of March to the end of 
April. Basically, very unforgettable [smile]... Every day, I got up, wrote 
assignments, ate food, wrote assignments, and went to bed...At that time, you didn’t 
know how you spent every day. It became evenings before you noticed that, very 
scary. That was a huge challenge to me. (Alice, F-Bus-2). 
 
I usually write assignments very slowly. Modules finished at the end of March and 
I had three assignments to submit at the end of April. To me, I usually need a month 
to finish a 4,000-word assignment, but this semester requires me to finish three 
within a month. It was a very big challenge for me. I hardly slept every day under 
enormous pressure. My face was full of pimples, same with all my classmates. 
(Yami, F-Edu-2).  
 
According to her words above, Alice found it “scary” when she had to finish five assignments 
within a month and her daily routine repetitive. Her phrase “very unforgettable” and her smile 
emphasised that it was “a huge challenge” to complete such a task. In Yami’s case, she “hardly 
slept every day” to complete three times the number of assignments than she was capable of. 
One possible reason for the challenge of deadlines is that the second semester usually has 
higher academic requirements for students than the first semester. Both Alice and Yami 
reflected on this challenge in Phase 2 where they were required to finish more assignments in 
a shorter period. Another reason for their difficulties could be that they lacked a sufficient level 
of English proficiency and academic writing experience from their previous learning. Alice 
and Yami entered the UK two weeks before their master’s programme started, which meant 
they did not take any language course in the UK and had no experience of writing English 
assignments in the UK. Academic writing conventions are different from other English essays, 
such as using supporting evidence to build strong and critical arguments; thus, Alice and Yami, 
even though they had some English writing experience in China, faced academic writing 
challenges in the UK. 
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Moreover, the language barrier was mentioned as another reason when it comes to the 
challenge of academic writing in the UK. For instance, Sophia was “hurt” by feedback due to 
her language barrier:  
 
The comment from professor hurt me badly. He only wrote ‘very poor language’ 
and ‘please improve your writing if you want a B’. I thought, oh my God, this is, 
this is, I really felt, the whole thing, God, what should I do, totally lost... I was 
extremely nervous when I took the exams. I have two modules by the same 
professor. I was under enormous pressure. (Sophia, F-Bus-2).  
 
English proficiency is the foundation of English writing. Sophia was “hurt” and “nervous” 
when she received feedback, directly pointing out her low English proficiency. Sophia has been 
working for over seven years before studying in the UK. Thus, compared with other Chinese 
students who recently graduated in China, there had been a long period where she had not used 
English after graduation. Additionally, the feedback did not remind her of available language 
support provided by the university, such as the language centre, which may mean that Chinese 
students lack an awareness of how to access existing language support.  
 
Furthermore, academic writing in the UK is not only about writing in English, but meeting 
academic writing conventions. For example, Stephanie 1 discussed the difference between 
previous and current writing experiences:   
 
When in China, if [I were] to sit IELTS, the writing part is not as long as the 
assignments in the UK. You also need to search, read and cite resources. Besides, 
you have to avoid plagiarism as well when you are citing resources. (Stephanie 1, 
F-Cul-1) 
 
The IELTS test focuses on language since it is a language test aimed at those who wish to 
pursue international study, migration or work. Thus, the writing section of the IELTS requires 
English essays rather than academic assignments. As Stephanie 1 mentioned, academic writing 
requires students to cite sources. Chinese students generally lack academic writing experience. 
It could be their first exposure to plagiarism and being taught to cite others’ opinions in their 
writing. They may not be familiar with how to cite without plagiarism. In addition, they need 
time to prepare, such as searching, reading and reflecting, before writing. Therefore, Chinese 
students need to meticulously meet academic writing conventions, rather than relying on their 
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previous experience of English writing. Compared with their previous learning experience, the 
experience of academic writing in the UK could help Chinese students to deepen their 
understanding of the topic by reading relevant materials, building a stronger argument by citing 
supporting evidence and learning to respect others’ work via citation.  
 
4.4.1.2 Academic Writing: Support 
Chinese students also discussed their experience of academic writing support. Around forty 
percent of the Chinese students in this study provided examples of support from the university, 
lecturers and themselves. In terms of support from the university, Eisley found the pre-
sessional course (the language course before starting a postgraduate taught degree) beneficial 
for her academic writing:  
 
My English writing was not very good, so I was taking the pre-sessional course for 
writing. I feel it helped me a lot. I realise they have five-week, ten-week and fifteen-
week courses. I found out students who are in a fifteen-week course can write better 
than those in a ten-week course and students who are in a ten-week course can 
write better than students in a five-week course. For the five-week course, they 
teach writing very fast because they have summarised the content. (Eisley, F-Bus-
1)  
 
Due to a relatively low score on her IELTS writing test, Eisley needed to take a language course 
before her postgraduate taught degree. Eisley found the language course beneficial for her 
academic writing and realised a fifteen-week course academic writing was taught in more detail. 
Although Eisley took English writing courses in China, the pre-sessional course in the UK 
specifically meets UK academic writing requirements and is specialised for international 
students who aim to take a postgraduate taught degree in the UK. Finally, Eisley achieved one 
A and two Bs for two semesters, which partly supports that the pre-sessional course was helpful 
to improve her academic writing. 
 
In contrast, Sabrina (F-Bus-1) regarded writing workshops as impractical: “I can understand 
lecturers talking about [writing] structure, but I still cannot do that...because I don’t have 
enough vocabulary and reading. I cannot keep up, so I still need to do some practice myself.” 
The writing section of the IELTS has 2 parts: task 1 with a word count between 160–180, and 
task 2 with a word count between 260–280. However, students need to complete assignments 
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from 2,000 to 4,000 words — per assignment — in postgraduate taught programmes in the UK. 
More specifically, task 1 is a report on a chart (bar chart, line graph, pie chart, table, map, 
diagram or process) and task 2 is a formal essay in response to an opinion, an argument or a 
problem. Additionally, as a pure language test, these writing exercises are marked with a focus 
on language: task achievement, coherence and cohesion, vocabulary and grammar. Therefore, 
Chinese international students may encounter difficulties with academic writing during 
postgraduate studies in the UK because they need to meet the linguistic challenges of English 
writing, with at least four times the word count in the IELTS that they are used to, plus the 
knowledge of how to write the content to suit their master’s programme. Writing workshops 
are provided by the university particularly for postgraduate taught students. Yet, due to 
extremely limited English and academic writing experience, those writing workshops may not 
suit Chinese students.  
 
Moreover, Chinese students mentioned supportive feedback from lecturers. For instance, Yami 
preferred feedback in the UK than in China:  
She would give me feedback, from many different angles to evaluate how I should 
write this assignment. She would also offer some suggestions, rather than just a 
score with nothing else... This way [of feedback in the UK] lets me know where to 
develop and where to think about. (Yami, F-Edu-2) 
 
 
Figure 4-6 “Thinking Training 
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Yami provided a photograph to demonstrate feedback provided by her lecturer (Figure 4-6). In 
contrast to specific feedback from lecturers in the UK, Chinese students in China are often 
assessed by exams and lecturers usually only provide a score. Given the above feedback, Yami 
could think about where to improve for her next assignment, whereas a single score for exams 
in China provides limited guidance. Thus, Yami liked the feedback from lecturers in the UK 
as they highlighted weaknesses and provided suggestions, rather than a single score. 
 
Furthermore, apart from university and lecturer support, Chinese students emphasised time 
management skills as crucial to academic writing. For example, Vivian discussed the 
importance of time management by providing a photograph of a timeline (Figure 4-7):  
 
[You] must have good time management. In fact, lecturers will let you know 
schedules very early and tell you to manage your time well, but we are still not able 
to do that. So, every time, I still need to finish assignments in a rush, a few days 
before the deadline. This is my biggest suggestion, which is to make good time 
management [to finish your writing tasks]. (Vivian, F-Edu-2) 
 
 
Figure 4-7 “Deadlines and Time Management” 
 
Good time management was Vivian’s biggest suggestion, in response to the interview question 
about advice for new coming students. Due to different modes of assessment in China, Chinese 
students tend to lack an awareness of time management. Chinese education typically has one 
mode of assessment, normally exams, for each course at the end of the semester, which counts 
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for 100% of their assessment. In contrast, the British education system combines various forms 
of assessment with a different percentage at different stages of the course. For example, 
assessment in the UK could be a mix of presentations (10%) during the first month of the 
course, an assignment (30%) in the middle of the course, and an exam (60%) at the end of the 
course. Due to assessment routines in China, Chinese students may become accustomed to 
preparing for their assessment near the end of the course, rather than planning ahead of time. 
Chinese students, thus, feel challenged to prepare for assessment during their course in the UK. 
Moreover, as international students in the UK, Chinese students may require extra time to 
prepare for assessment because Chinese students often encounter language barriers to 
understand course content and reading materials and need to learn how to approach different 
modes of assessment. Therefore, time management is crucial for Chinese students when 
studying in the UK.  
 
In summary, this section provided examples of Chinese students facing academic writing 
challenges and reflecting on academic writing support. Chinese students are likely to have 
different and multiple reasons related to their challenge with academic writing as academic 
writing is a process involving time, resources, reading, reflection, language proficiency and 
learning academic writing conventions. Regarding support, Chinese students reflected on 
effective approaches learnt from the university, lecturers and students themselves. It is 
interesting to note that Chinese students seldom mentioned support teams at the university. It 
may be that Chinese students are not aware of available support, and thus tend not to seek help 
from support teams or their experience with support teams was not helpful.  
 
4.4.2 Focus on Self-directed Learning  
Apart from academic writing, around half of the Chinese students in this research noticed self-
directed learning as a feature in British academic culture. Self-directed learning, a form of 
active learning, refers to the number and types of decisions made by learners (or with teacher 
assistance), such as learners managing their time, choosing learning goals, checking their 
learning progress and reflecting on failures and successes (van Hout-Wolters, Simons, & Volet, 
2000). Chinese students, in this study, compared Chinese and British education contexts and 
reported a difficulty applying self-directed learning, yet their gratitude for the opportunity to 
experience this learning style in the UK. These findings suggest the importance of self-
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regulation for self-directed learning. For example, Ken discussed his understanding of self-
directed learning in China and the UK:  
 
My university [in China] doesn’t have that [self-directed learning]. Usually, just 
lecturers give [knowledge] and students receive [knowledge], and lecturers assign 
tasks and students finish tasks, just like that…but in the UK, you can obviously 
sense that lecturers only teach that much, they don’t teach very much, but you need 
to read a lot. It all depends on you and no one will say anything if you don’t read. 
(Ken, M-Bus-1) 
 
As Ken highlighted, whereas the concept of self-directed learning is not emphasised in a 
Chinese educational context, self-directed learning is a key element in a British educational 
context. Given different academic cultures between China and the UK, it seems that lecturers 
in China take responsibility to ensure students gain knowledge, e.g., tell students what to do, 
whereas in a British educational context, students take responsibility for their own study, e.g., 
students learn by themselves through key readings. Academic achievement has been of great 
importance for Chinese to have a bright future due to the competitive job market (Bamber, 
2014; Wu, 2014). Therefore, Chinese students are pressured to achieve academically by their 
families, and thus Chinese teachers are under pressure to assist students to achieve high scores, 
while Chinese parents support and encourage or pressure their child to meet their expectations. 
Consequently, given the importance of academic study, Chinese lecturers and parents monitor 
Chinese students’ progress to ensure they persevere and achieve good grades. However, when 
studying in the UK, without specific guidance and monitoring, Chinese students are responsible 
for their own study. Learning to be responsible for their study contributes to Chinese students’ 
personal growth as a result of studying in the UK. 
 
Neil shared his experience of self-directed learning from writing dissertations in China 
compared to the UK. He offered one photograph he called “Dissertation Guidance (Chinese)” 
from his undergraduate supervisor in China and another “Dissertation Guidance (UK)” from 
his master’s supervisor in the UK (see Figures 4-8 and 4-9). 
 
 
 
 
   108 
 
 
 
Figure 4-8 “Dissertation Guidance (Chinese)” 
 
 
 
Figure 4-9 “Dissertation Guidance (UK)” 
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Neil discussed the difference between writing dissertations in China and in the UK:  
 
[In the UK,] this dissertation is something you are interested in, but it may not be 
your supervisor’s area. So, it’s up to you. In China, you come here and follow my 
rules, 1,2,3,4. In the UK, you work on your dissertation yourself first. If you cannot, 
I will help you when I can. If I cannot, then you need to solve the problem 
yourself…so it [UK education] emphasises self-directed learning. (Neil, M-Bus-2)  
 
In China, supervisors usually provide a chosen a list of topics and Chinese students select one, 
but in the UK, students select their own dissertation topic. Moreover, supervisors in China 
expect students to follow their rules, but supervisors in the UK expect students to work 
independently and solve problems by themselves. Chinese students can always ask their 
lecturers in China for help and they usually provide detailed suggestions, whereas lecturers in 
the UK may not offer help with everything, and thus Chinese students need to learn how to 
solve problems by themselves. For instance, in Figures 4-8 and 4-9, his supervisor in China 
discussed specific changes in the thesis and the one in the UK said, “Largely the thesis is up to 
you”. Therefore, Chinese students are given the freedom to choose an area they are interested 
in, but may encounter more challenges and receive limited help from UK supervisors, since 
they are expected to work independently and make their own decisions. Rika expressed her 
difficulty of adapting to this self-directed learning style in the UK: 
 
[Self-directed learning] is very difficult… Lecturers give you a direction, like a tree 
trunk, but if you really want it to be a tree, you need to add many branches and that 
is what you need to do. If you don’t do enough research, your tree will be in a bad 
shape…you need to spend lots and lots of time in the library and have your own 
ideas…sometimes you may only see one side rather than the other side, so you 
need continuously consider others’ views and summarise your own opinion. (Rika, 
F-Bus-2) 
 
Rika used “a tree trunk” with “branches” as a metaphor to explain self-directed learning and 
the role of lecturers and students. As students need to take more responsibility for their study 
in the UK, Rika needed to strive to read and reflect on materials. In China, Rika may only have 
been required to read one textbook, follow tasks set by teachers and provide the “right” answer 
as instructed. However, in the UK, Rika must complete a reading list, provide her own 
reflections and there is not one “right” answer. Additionally, unlike lecturers in China 
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providing specific guidance on each step, Rika must find her own way and learn how to be 
critical. It could be argued that self-directed learning is crucial for Chinese students in the UK, 
but self-directed learning does not mean students should continuously study by themselves. 
They could, for instance, have discussions with classmates, tutors and lecturers about what they 
have read and reflected on. Exchanging ideas is helpful in understanding an area and inspiring 
new ideas. Similar to Rika, June struggled with self-directed learning: 
 
I feel that you can only be independent when you have a sort of foundation. Yeah, 
so, in the UK, I mean it's a bit of problem, because first, they expect us to be 
operating at the master’s level ... we are actually all newbies in psychology, which 
is why, I think a number of us feel a sense of frustration in that. (June, F-Edu-1)  
 
June worked for over ten years in a university in Singapore before commencing her master’s 
study in Glasgow. She said that she studied psychology because of personal interest in the 
subject and that she did not take a formal psychology course before coming to the UK. She felt 
self-directed learning was a challenge because of her lack of knowledge (“newbies”) in the 
psychology field. Moreover, they were expected “to be operating at the master’s level”, which 
presented an additional challenge in terms of depth when new to a subject area. The UK 
education system provides flexibility to allow students to apply for master’s with no relevant 
educational backgrounds. While this is a rewarding chance for students who did not have the 
chance to study relevant subjects and are interested in the subject area, it may also raise 
challenges due to self-directed learning because of limited subject knowledge such as June 
experienced.  
 
In contrast to those who experienced self-directed learning challenges, some Chinese students 
enjoyed the experience. For instance, Yami (F-Edu-1) reported: “I feel studying here is good 
and the learning atmosphere is also very good, especially self-directed learning. I think I have 
made the right choice to study here.” Yami perceived self-directed learning was a benefit for 
her master’s in the UK. Likewise, Stephanie 2 expressed that it was “good” how the UK 
education encourages self-directed learning and the university provides “excellent facilities” 
to support self-directed learning:  
 
To compare [with student accommodation in China], student accommodations in 
the UK never cut off your lights...they encourage you to study. Also, Chinese 
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universities have network control, you may not be able to get online, then you 
definitely cannot study...but here [in the UK], they offer excellent facilities, not 
only the network but also 24/7 study rooms, which is really good. (Stephanie 2, F-
Edu-1) 
 
 
Figure 4-10 “Stay Up All Night” 
 
Stephanie 2 provided a photograph (Figure 4-10) to show in her undergraduate student 
accommodation in China that she needed the light in the hall to study. Some student 
accommodation in Chinese universities disconnect electricity and online access at certain times 
of night. One reason being that Chinese universities expect Chinese students to have a good 
life-work routine, such as not staying up late to play computer games, so that they can focus 
on their studies in good health. However, Stephanie 2 perceived this lack of online and 
electrical services as a barrier to her studies. Also, whereas the majority of student 
accommodation in Chinese universities have shared rooms, students usually have private 
rooms in student accommodation in the UK. Stephanie 2 was very glad for the resources in the 
UK to study whenever and wherever she wants. Arguably, having a good life routine is 
important, but everyone has their own lifestyle and study preferences (e.g., morning, afternoon, 
night or midnight), rather than the same study routine being appropriate for everyone. Students 
should be given the freedom to choose their best time to study. Moreover, students should learn 
how to manage their study time on their own and improve their self-regulation skills. They 
should take their responsibility for themselves rather than relying on universities. 
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In conclusion, Chinese students were new to self-directed learning as it is not emphasised in a 
Chinese educational context. Chinese students are strictly guided by lecturers in China rather 
than studying independently as preferred by the UK educational system. Around half of my 
participants reported that they struggled with self-directed learning, while a few participants 
cherished and enjoyed the chance of self-directed learning in the UK. Self-directed learning is 
a useful lesson for Chinese students as it offers an opportunity to learn how to be responsible 
for their own study and lifestyle, rather than relying on lecturers and parents.  
 
4.4.3 Encourage Interdependent Learning  
Academic writing and self-directed learning experience left the Chinese students who 
participated in this study with a profound impression when studying in the UK. Moreover, 
these Chinese students regarded interdependent learning as another key aspect of their 
academic experience in the UK. Around one-third of the Chinese students in this research 
mentioned that the UK education encourages interdependent learning.  
 
Alice (F-Bus-1), for instance, enjoyed interdependent learning in tutorials: “I think it [having 
tutorials] is good. Everyone can talk about things. You have some sense of participation there. 
China doesn’t have it.” The Chinese education system is, mainly, comprised of lectures with 
no tutorials, seminars or workshops. This new form of learning has given Alice a chance to 
discuss ideas in tutorials and with classmates, instead of passively listening to lecturers. 
Moreover, Kaya further reflected on interdependent learning in UK classes. Kaya provided a 
photograph of a seminar in her study programme (Figure 4-11):  
 
This is a photograph of a seminar. It is rare to see this mode [in China], people all 
sitting together and discussing things, but every major abroad [the UK and other 
main western countries] has this kind of seminars...teachers will put students in a 
circle, and they will only guide you and leave more stage to the students. Students 
can freely express their ideas and show their creativity, rather than teachers leading 
students and students following what teachers said...you are not led by teachers 
anymore, you are the one leading, not only just the study, but life. (Kaya, F-Cul-2) 
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Figure 4-11 “Discussions and Debates” 
 
Compared with a Chinese passive-learning mode, Kaya emphasised that in the UK, students 
“are the one[s] leading” their discussions while teachers facilitate. Due to the significant 
difference between teacher-oriented classes in China and student-oriented classes in the UK, 
interdependent learning in seminars have made Kaya feel that she can not only be in charge of 
a discussion “but [her own] life”. Kaya expressed above how seminars were a significant 
influence for her, possibly because Chinese teachers and parents usually take the lead for 
Chinese students and Chinese students only need to follow their suggestions. Thus, 
interdependent learning in seminars in the UK made Kaya say that she could take the lead in 
things herself and her level of confidence then increased as a result. Furthermore, Lydia 
discussed interdependent learning in more detail:  
 
There are a lot of seminars and tutorials in the UK… The most important thing is, 
you should be aware that you are a participant in the class. You are here not to 
receive the knowledge from teachers, but you yourself to understand, digest, absorb, 
and have discussions in class, to bump with others' ideas and then have a deeper 
understanding of things. (Lydia, F-Edu-2) 
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Due to different learning experiences between China and the UK, Chinese students may feel 
unfamiliar with sharing opinions and experience language barriers in tutorials or seminars. 
Despite difficulties, Lydia highlighted the value for students of classes to have a “deeper 
understanding” through the participation process.  
 
In summary, Chinese students are taught mainly by lectures in China whereas UK education 
has other modes such as tutorials, seminars and workshops. Due to such differences between 
Chinese and UK education contexts, group discussions gave Chinese students a chance 
experience a mode of interdependent learning and, generally, benefited from participating in 
discussions. For some Chinese students, participating in group discussion improved their 
English proficiency, communication skills and understanding of knowledge, but also exerted a 
profound influence on their confidence to manage their study and life.  
 
Synthesis  
Overall, Theme 3 “Academic Experience in the UK” includes academic writing, self-directed 
and interdependent learning. Regarding academic writing, Chinese students may face 
difficulties in meeting intensive assignment deadlines. Chinese students may lack English 
writing and academic writing knowledge from their previous learning experiences because 
Chinese undergraduate students in non-language degrees in China are not required to write 
English essays. Academic writing also has a specific academic style in structure, expression 
and references, rather than essays for the IELTS. Although Chinese students have received 
support from the university such as writing workshops, these may not be helpful to every 
Chinese student because of their limited vocabulary and subject knowledge and their previous 
experience of writing exercises. Chinese students, generally, preferred the feedback style in the 
UK compared to China because it highlighted areas of improvement rather than a grade. Also, 
Chinese students reflected that time management skills were crucial for the completion of 
academic writing. In terms of self-directed learning, one reason why Chinese students often 
face challenges studying independently were that Chinese students were used to rely on 
lecturers and parents. In the Chinese educational context, lecturers and parents regularly 
monitor Chinese students’ study progress to ensure they can achieve good grades. However, it 
was necessary for Chinese students to be responsible for their own study in the UK. In addition, 
interdependent learning is another unique feature of British academic culture for Chinese 
students. Unlike the Chinese educational context comprised of lectures, Chinese students 
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noticed that the British educational context encourages interdependent learning via seminars, 
tutorials and workshops, where students can express and exchange ideas through group 
discussion.  
 
Academic writing, self-directed learning and interdependent learning are new to Chinese 
students while studying in the UK. Therefore, Chinese students’ academic experience has met 
their expectations to broaden horizons from an academic aspect. Despite challenges caused by 
different academic cultures between China and the UK, Chinese students generally reported 
that they overcame difficulties and benefited from their academic experience in the UK.  
 
4.5 Superordinate Theme 4: Critical Thinking 
 
Vignette 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Superordinate Theme 4 focuses on critical thinking. This superordinate theme indicates how 
Chinese students understand critical thinking as postgraduate taught students in the UK as well 
as their reflections on the development of their critical thinking skills.  
 
4.5.1 Understanding Critical Thinking  
Around three-quarters of Chinese students in this research discussed their understandings of 
critical thinking. Chinese students reflected on different educational contexts and generally felt 
that they could develop a sufficient understanding of critical thinking.  
 
Ashley (F-Edu-1) and Ke (F-Bus-2) discussed their understandings of critical thinking by 
comparing Chinese and UK education contexts: “I feel lecturers [in the UK] highly encourage 
students to have their own ideas... If in China, most lecturers would require us to follow 
textbooks. Never heard of having our own ideas (Ashley).” and “Critical thinking means you 
need to think from both sides. In China, lecturers tell you what is good and what you need to 
Eisley, a girl from China, was studying Business in the UK. She understood critical 
thinking as not all information can be taken at face value. She explained that she 
developed her own evaluation standards and now realised that many subjects have two 
sides, a “good” side and a “bad” side. Topics cannot be judged from one perspective.  
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do is to remember it, as long as you can use it in exams (Ke).” Ashley and Ke explained that 
UK education emphasises critical thinking while Chinese education does not support students’ 
critical thinking skills. Chinese academic culture tends to emphasise memorization rather than 
questioning. Thus, Chinese students may lose the ability to question and the desire to ask 
questions over time (Heng, 2018). Ashley did not take a language course before the master’s 
and her grades in Phase 1 were two Cs. Although this may indicate that she had a sufficient 
command of the English language, she failed to understand and present her critical thinking 
skills in the assessments. Ke previously took a pre-sessional course before taking the master’s 
study and her grades in Phase 1 were two Bs and one C, which seemingly demonstrates that 
she had a better understanding of critical thinking than Ashley, such as considering both sides 
of an argument. Chinese students who took a language course before their masters are generally 
able to write better assignments than those who did not; possibly because such courses include 
teaching critical thinking in academic writing.   
 
Although critical thinking is not popular in a Chinese educational context, Chinese students 
reported that they, generally, overcame the challenge of understanding and applying critical 
thinking at the end of the second semester of their study programme. Wendy exemplified this:  
 
I used to trust lecturers a lot. I believed everything they said ... but then, I realise 
they may not fully or objectively understand things...for now, I would rather think 
about things myself...I feel I should have a judgement myself. (Wendy, F-Bus-2) 
 
In a Chinese educational context, Chinese teachers are highly respected as authorities of 
knowledge and assessment is exam oriented. Chinese students get used to the learning style 
that focuses on the only right answer without questioning. However, the British education 
context encourages students to think critically from multiple aspects and there is no right 
answer. Wendy has been influenced by British academic culture to start questioning and having 
her own “judgement” on academic topics from lecturers and non-academic topics from others’ 
opinions. Similarly, Lydia’s understanding of critical thinking developed from Phase 1 to Phase 
2: 
 
Critical thinking means, when you hear or see an opinion, you won’t simply say, 
oh, this is reasonable or not reasonable. You would think about whether it is 
reasonable and why, from different aspects… It [My understanding of critical 
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thinking] changed a lot. My previous understanding of critical thinking was from 
English lecturers [in China]. They mentioned British people emphasise critical 
thinking. But what is it? I have no idea. But by this semester, I gradually get to 
know what it is and how a person having critical thinking skills would be. (Lydia, 
F-Edu-2) 
 
Lydia initially learned the term “critical thinking” from English lecturers in China, but was not 
sure what it meant during Phase 1, whereas in Phase 2 of her studies Lydia realised critical 
thinking means to question things “from different aspects”, rather than accepting the argument 
without thinking. The best grade Lydia achieved in Phase 1 was a B, yet Lydia achieved an A 
in Phase 2, which possibly indicates that Chinese students are likely to develop critical thinking 
skills from studying in the UK. Guidance about how to be critical from lecturers, classroom 
discussions with classmates, and feedback from academic writing could all play a role in 
assisting students’ overall understanding of critical thinking.  
 
In summary, although Chinese PGT students encountered a challenge in understanding critical 
thinking — as the Chinese education context does not emphasise critical thinking — the 
students of this study were able to deepen their understanding and apply critical thinking 
through their studies. It is also noticeable that some Chinese students could understand critical 
thinking in Phase 1. This supports the idea that these students have the capacity to think 
critically before fully immersing themselves in British academic culture. They may have 
learned the concept of critical thinking from English classes in China, a pre-sessional course 
in the UK, undergraduate study in the UK and exchanged learning experiences in European 
countries.  
 
4.5.2 Developing Critical Thinking 
Around one-third of the Chinese students in this study reported reading, guidance and writing 
as three main ways to develop critical thinking skills. For instance, Neil (M-Bus-2) noted that 
“depth of reading” was crucial to develop critical thinking skills: “I think, to have critical 
thinking, first of all, it depends on your depth of reading. If you don’t have enough depth of 
reading, then you cannot be inspired to have some ideas about the topic.” Yami (F-Edu-1) 
agreed with Neil on the importance of reading to develop critical thinking skills: “You should 
have lots of readings [to develop critical thinking skills]. I feel skills are above knowledge. 
You can only develop skills when you have knowledge. To read, with your questions, not 
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always nodding along.” Neil and Yami agreed that the amount and depth of readings help to 
understand a topic, which is the start of developing critical thinking skills. Neil achieved one 
B and one C for semester 1 and one A and three Bs for semester 2. He may have read a large 
number of materials to understand the topic, which helped him achieve better grades in 
semester 2. Chinese students may face language barriers as reading materials in a foreign 
language can be hard. However, the more a person reads, the more possibility that they 
understand the topic. Neil took a five-week language course before his master’s, which means 
he did not meet the appropriate academic language level to support his studies. However, 
through striving to read, he was able to gain a good understanding of the course and achieve 
higher grades in the second semester. Thus, a good command of English is not a pre-requisite 
for one’s capacity to think critically.  
 
Yami (F-Edu-2) explained that guidance from lecturers and questions from other students 
helped her develop critical thinking: “Lecturers let us read some materials before class and they 
guided us about how to think about that. Also, questions raised from other students prompted 
me to think why they think about things in this way”. Compared with one “right” answer in the 
Chinese educational context, Yami noticed that questions from lecturers and students in the 
UK provided different ways of considering subjects from a critical perspective. Yami, similar 
to most Chinese students in this study, did not have any formal training about differences 
between Chinese and British academic culture, such as critical thinking. Questions raised in 
seminars were examples for her to understand what critical thinking means, which she then 
applied to her own reading and writing. In addition, Vivian discussed how writing assignments 
helped her develop critical thinking: 
 
I found out writing assignments is a very good way to develop my thinking 
approach. During the process of writing, it requires you to be clear with what your 
own ideas and supporting evidence are. You also need to be persuasive and are able 
to find weaknesses from others’ opinions. But in China, writing assignments 
usually defend your own ideas and won’t question others...The other important 
point is that you need to write about your limitations, but we don’t have that in 
China. (Vivian, F-Edu-2) 
 
Vivian explained above that writing assignments enabled her to develop critical thinking as 
writing required her “to be clear” and to shape a strong argument with “supporting evidence”. 
She also mentioned the differences between Chinese and British writing conventions, and that 
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she has learned to be “persuasive” when writing assignments in the UK, such as thinking about 
the “limitations” of opinions. Writing assignments could an effective way for Chinese students 
to develop critical thinking skills. It seems that although Chinese students in this study 
generally encountered difficulties in academic writing, particularly when conveying a critical 
perspective, they could learn when they practiced and reflected throughout their writing 
process. 
 
In summary, Chinese students indicated various approaches to improve critical thinking, 
including reading materials to reach sufficient depth of subject knowledge, guidance from 
lecturers, questions from classmates, and the process of academic writing. For some, they 
found only one approach beneficial and for others they developed a combination of ways to 
develop critical thinking skills.  
 
Synthesis  
Taken together, Theme 4 “Critical Thinking” shows how Chinese international students 
understand critical thinking and how they have developed critical thinking skills. Chinese 
international students encountered challenges of understanding and applying critical thinking 
because the Chinese education context has the tendency to encourage memorisation over 
questioning, whereas critical thinking is a core requirement in British academic culture. Despite 
challenges, Chinese students could develop their understanding of critical thinking. Reading 
materials provided in depth understanding of topics and helped students to build a foundation 
for critical thinking. Also, guidance from lecturers lead students towards more critical 
evaluation of subjects, and the academic writing process allowed students to practise presenting 
a critical perspective. 
 
English proficiency could be a barrier for Chinese students to understand critical thinking. As 
critical thinking may be a new concept for some Chinese students, they could be confused after 
reading English materials and receiving lectures in English. Learning English in China does 
not require learning critical thinking skills and Chinese students have taken English language 
courses, but there is no formal education regarding critical thinking skills. In addition, it may 
also be challenging to show English proficiency and a critical perspective in academic writing, 
although students might have a good command of English and understand critical thinking. 
The Chinese education context provides Chinese students limited opportunities to demonstrate 
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critical thinking and students may not be comfortable to critique. Therefore, the challenge for 
Chinese students of understanding and applying critical thinking is not because they cannot 
understand the concept, but possibly due to English proficiency, lack of formal training on 
critical thinking skills, the difficulty of using English to critically evaluate topics in academic 
writing and a lack of opportunity to use critical thinking skills in a Chinese educational context.  
 
4.6 Superordinate Theme 5: Interaction with Social Connections 
 
Vignette 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Social experience is of great importance to Chinese international students’ transitional 
experience in the UK. Three subordinate themes were found to be associated with the 
superordinate theme Interaction with Social Connections: Chinese students’ overall social 
connections, interaction with Chinese and non-Chinese students and interaction with non-
students. 
 
4.6.1 Chinese Students’ Social Connections  
This section will present participants’ whole social connections by presenting three tables in 
terms of who Chinese students interacted with, in which time phases, where they were located, 
and their perceived importance to participants. This data is from sections of the interview 
transcript where I asked participants to draw inside social network diagrams to indicate their 
social connections, and then asked questions to uncover the perceived importance of these 
social connections.  
 
Appendix 13 reveals Chinese PGT students’ social connections within both phases. As seen 
from the table, in Phase 1, classmates and friends were the two most frequently mentioned 
Kaya was a Chinese girl studying Culture and Creative Arts in the UK. Before coming 
to the UK, her expectations of social experience in the UK were idealised. She expected 
to have many friends from all over the world, to study with them in class and go to bars 
with them after class. However, she discovered that studying in the UK was not as she 
had expected. She even found it challenging to talk to classmates from other countries. 
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social connections for nearly all thirty-four participants. Around two-thirds of participants also 
mentioned family in China, and roommates in the UK. Some Chinese students had previous 
work experiences or part-time jobs in the UK, and thus mentioned their colleagues. Phase 1 
was at the start of their study programme and academics were ranked low amongst all social 
connections. In Phase 2, friends were the most common social connection for Chinese students 
and around two-thirds of participants mentioned family and classmates. It is interesting to note 
that several Chinese students talked about and considered themselves as a network and drew 
themselves on the diagrams when prompted. In general, classmates, friends and family were 
the three primary social connections for Chinese students throughout their studies. Roommates 
also played a role in Chinese students’ lives in the UK, but not many Chinese students regarded 
academics as part of their social network.  
 
Appendix 14 is a summary of where Chinese students’ social connections occurred (in the UK 
or in China), whether those social connections were Chinese, non-Chinese or both, and also 
compares Phase 1 and Phase 2. Tables 4-1 to 4-4 are sub-tables from Appendix 14 to show 
these aspects. Three general conclusions can be made from this data: 1) Chinese PGT students 
in the UK tend to have more social connections with people in the UK than in China for both 
phases. There are changes between the number of social connections in China and the UK, but 
around half of these Chinese students had more social connections in the UK in both phases; 
2) In both phases, around half of these Chinese students have Chinese individuals as their 
primary connections,  and the other half have a combination of Chinese and non-Chinese 
connections. Around two-thirds of these Chinese students stayed with either Chinese or 
Chinese and non-Chinese individuals as their social connections, although one third 
experienced changes in-between; 3) Chinese students tend to have more focused social 
connections as can be seen in the smaller number of social connections listed in Phase 2 than 
in Phase 1. For example, Ke mentioned family, friends from primary school, friends from 
middle school, friends from high school, undergraduate friends, PGT classmates (close ones) 
and PGT classmates (not-so-close ones) in Phase 1, whereas in Phase 2, she only noted family, 
friends in China and friends in the UK.  
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Table 4-1 A Comparison of Social Connections—Home Country and Host Country 
Phase 1  Phase 2  
Network more in China or in the UK  Network more in China or in the UK 
UK>China  
(21/34) 
Lyn; Alice; Angela; 
Erin; Coco; Neil; 
Sining; Sabrina; Ken; 
Stephanie 1; Coco Gui; 
Artimis; Tao; Wendy; 
Bruce; Zoe; Ashley; 
Stephanie 2; Yuqi; 
Vivian; Summer;  
UK>China 
(25/34) 
Lyn; Sophia; Niki; Yami; Alice; 
Angela; Erin; Coco; Neil; Sining; 
Stephanie 1; Coco Gui; Rika; 
Wenqiang; Tao; Wendy; Bruce; 
Zoe; Kaya; Savanna; Yuqi; 
Vivian; June; Summer; Lydia 
UK=China 
(4/34) 
Sophia; Yami; Eisley; 
Wenqiang;  
UK=China 
(3/34) 
Ken; Eisley; Stephanie 2;  
China>UK 
(9/34) 
Niki; Chao; Rika; Ke; 
Kaya; Bella; Savanna; 
June; Lydia  
China>UK 
(5/34) 
Sabrina; Chao; Artimis; Ashely; 
Ke; Bella;  
 
 
   123 
 
 
 
Table 4-2 Location Changes Related to Social Connections 
Stay in UK>China 
(16/34) 
Stay in China>UK 
(3/34) 
From UK>China to 
China>UK (3/34) 
From China>UK to 
UK>China (6/34) 
Lyn; Alice; Angela; 
Erin; Coco; Neil; 
Sining; Stephanie 1; 
Coco Gui; Tao; 
Wendy; Bruce; Zoe; 
Yuqi; Vivian; 
summer  
Chao; Ke; Bella Sabrina; Artimis; 
Ashley 
Niki; Rika; Kaya; 
Savanna; June; 
Lydia 
 
 
Table 4-3 A Summary of Chinese and Non-Chinese Social Connections 
Phase 1  Phase 2  
Chinese or 
mainly/only 
Chinese 
(17/34) 
Chinese and non-
Chinese  
(17/34) 
Chinese or 
mainly/only 
Chinese 
(16/34) 
Chinese and non-
Chinese 
(18/34) 
Niki; Alice; Angela; 
Sabrina; Chao; 
Stephanie 1; Coco 
Gui; Artimis; 
Eisley; Tao; 
Wendy; Bruce; Ke; 
Bella; Savanna; 
Yuqi; Vivian 
Lyn; Sophia; Yami; 
Erin; Coco; Neil; 
Sining; Ken; Rika; 
Wenqiang; Zoe; 
Ashley; Stephanie 
2; Kaya; June; 
Summer; Lydia  
Niki; Alice; Angela; 
Coco; Chao; Coco 
Gui; Rika; Artimis; 
Eisley; Wenqiang; 
Zoe; Ke; Bella; 
Yuqi; Summer; 
Lydia  
Lyn; Sophia; Yami; 
Erin; Neil; Sining; 
Sabrina; Ken; 
Stephanie 1; Tao; 
Wendy; Bruce; 
Ashley; Stephanie 
2; Kaya; Savanna; 
Vivian; June 
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Table 4-4 Changes of Students’ Chinese and Non-Chinese Social Connections 
Remain with 
Chinese and 
mainly/only 
Chinese 
10/34  
Remain with 
Chinese and non-
Chinese 
10/34 
Change from 
Chinese to both  
7/34 
Change from both 
to Chinese 
6/34 
Niki; Alice; Angela; 
Chao; Coco Gui. 
Artimis; Eisley; Ke; 
Bella; Yuqi 
Lyn; Sophia; Yami; 
Erin; Neil; Sining; 
Ken; Ashley; 
Stephanie 2; Kaya; 
June 
Sabrina; Stephanie 
1; Tao; Wendy; 
Bruce; Savanna; 
Vivian  
Coco; Rika; 
Wenqiang; Zoe; 
Summer, Lydia  
 
Appendix 15 shows how Chinese international students value the importance of their social 
connections in Phase 1 and Phase 2. Among 20 participants who ranked the importance of their 
social connections in Phase 1, 16 ranked family as their most important network. Friends, 
classmates and roommates were mentioned frequently after family. Among 17 participants who 
ranked the importance of their social connections in Phase 2, 12 ranked family as their most 
important network. Friends were mentioned, after family, as the second most important 
network. Thus, a majority of these 20 Chinese PGT students perceived family as the most 
significant network throughout their transitional experience.  
 
4.6.2 Interaction with Chinese Students and Non-Chinese Students 
In this study, two-thirds of these Chinese students tended to spend the most time with their co-
national compatriots and three quarters encountered challenges interacting with non-Chinese 
students. I will discuss below the various reasons that Chinese students reported for these 
challenges, including English proficiency, interaction opportunities, cultural differences, a lack 
of willingness for interaction, and emotional support. Three interesting conflicts also emerged 
from interactions between Chinese and non-Chinese students.  
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Language was a frequently mentioned reason why Chinese students preferred interacting with 
Chinese students, rather than non-Chinese students. For instance, Ken (M-Bus-2) highlighted: 
“It is more comfortable [to interact with Chinese], [otherwise] you need to communicate with 
someone from a different cultural background with a different language.” Chinese students 
may feel “comfortable” to be with other Chinese students due to their shared language and 
culture (Brown, 2009b). For instance, Sabrina discussed her language barrier in terms of speed 
when talking to non-Chinese students:  
 
It’s hard to understand if they speak English too fast. If talking to non-Chinese, I 
can only have the conversation for the first two or three sentences [smile], and have 
no idea what they are talking about after that…Sometimes you want to say a 
sentence, you would think, how should I say that word [smile]? You cannot look 
up words in a dictionary right away. (Sabrina, F-Bus-1) 
 
According to the international student literature, Chinese international students commented 
that they would experience fewer language barriers if they had learned more vocabulary and 
stayed abroad for longer (He & Hutson, 2018). Chinese international students generally learn 
English as a second language at school in China, but English classes are exam-oriented and 
Chinese students have insufficient training in English listening and speaking in daily life (Zhou 
et al., 2017). Sabrina’s interview occurred when she had only been in the UK for one month 
and attained one A and two Bs in the first semester. Thus, Sabrina had sufficient English 
proficiency related to English reading and writing since she achieved good grades, but she still 
faced English listening and speaking challenges due to her previous English learning 
experience in China. Also, she may be shy, nervous and unconfident when talking to non-
Chinese students due to her short stay in the UK. 
 
Furthermore, Chinese students noted they had a limited chance to interact with non-Chinese 
students due to a high density of Chinese international students on campus. Zoe and Kaya 
discussed lacking opportunities to interact with non-Chinese students. Zoe (F-Bus-1) noted: “If 
talking about communicating with non-Chinese, it would probably be the case to ask whether 
an item is to clean dishes or not in Waitrose.” Zoe provided a photograph of a supermarket 
named Waitrose (Figure 4-12) and named the photograph “communication and integration”. 
Zoe was from the Adam Smith Business School, which comprises the largest number of 
Chinese students among the College of Social Science at the university. Zoe emphasised above, 
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that she had no chance to meet or talk to a non-Chinese student in class, but only randomly in 
a supermarket. 
 
 
Figure 4-12 “Communication and Integration” 
 
Kaya (F-Cul-2) explained in more detail: “Firstly, we don’t have many non-Chinese classmates. 
Secondly, non-Chinese students sit together, and Chinese students sit together. We don’t have 
much communication in-between. This is not what I expected.” Despite the limited number of 
non-Chinese students in class, as Kaya explained, it remains challenging to talk to non-Chinese 
students because they sit separately from Chinese students. However, several Chinese students 
reported that they felt forced to be friends with Chinese students due to the high density of 
Chinese students on campus. As Angela explained:  
 
I feel it is not that Chinese students choose to stick with Chinese students, but that 
there are too many Chinese students here. The majority of my classmates are non-
Chinese, so we just mix with Chinese and non-Chinese students. However, like my 
flatmate, she’s in business school… Her classmates are all Chinese, only one or 
two are non-Chinese. (Angela, F-Edu-2) 
 
Angela provided two contrasting examples to emphasise the importance of the percentage of 
Chinese students among the whole student population. In her case, she interacted with Chinese 
and non-Chinese students, whereas her flatmate was surrounded by Chinese classmates and 
swallowed by the Chinese student group. Thus, the high density of Chinese classmates has 
limited the chance for Chinese students to meet and interact with home and other international 
students (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). Without family and friends in the UK, classmates are a 
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primary social network for Chinese international students. As Chinese students are the largest 
international student group at the University (Headcount student data for the University of 
Glasgow, n.d.), it would be natural for them to make friends with Chinese classmates, although 
some of them expect to have non-Chinese classmates. 
 
In addition, cultural differences were reported as a challenge for interaction among Chinese 
international students. For instance, Wenqiang explained that a shared culture facilitated 
interaction with fellow Chinese students: 
 
One apparent feeling is [that you feel] more comfortable when with Chinese 
students than with non-Chinese students because we share language and culture 
and have many common topics. We Chinese are a large number of people, so we 
have established a culture that we all agree. (Wenqiang, M-Bus-2) 
 
Due to this “share[d] language and culture”, Chinese international students feel “more 
comfortable” to befriend fellow Chinese students in order to have conversational topics in 
common, convenient and easy communication and mutual understanding. As Chinese 
international students represent the largest group of international students in the UK, and in the 
business school at the university, Chinese culture seems to be an influential one among Chinese 
international students in the UK. 
 
Neil (M-Bus-2) provided an example of cultural differences during a conversation with non-
Chinese students: “They [non-Chinese students] may talk about interesting things on Facebook, 
but we [Chinese students] may talk about stars on Weibo. We don’t know those celebrities they 
are talking about. It’s awkward to continue the conversation.” Chinese international students 
may lack cultural reference in their host country, which creates limited common topics in 
conversations (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). In Neil’s case, he and non-Chinese students 
received information from different sources; thus, potentially causing blanks in the 
conversation when talking about common topics, such as celebrities, films and the news. 
Additionally, while Neil and non-Chinese students might read the same information, Neil 
might not recognise that subject area in a different language. Therefore, it remains “awkward 
to continue the conversation.” 
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Interestingly, cultural differences were not mentioned often in Phase 1, but frequently in Phase 
2. Perhaps Chinese students’ insufficient English proficiency and limited opportunity to 
interact with non-Chinese students in Phase 1 and their improved English proficiency and 
increased interaction with non-Chinese students in Phase 2 accounts for cultural differences 
being more apparent in Phase 2. Vivian (F-Edu-2), for example, did not recognise cultural 
differences as a factor in Phase 1: “I don’t have many chances to talk to non-Chinese students, 
so I didn’t find any problems with that.” In contrast, Vivian reflected on her interaction with 
non-Chinese individuals in Phase 2: “Cultural differences still exist. You can never integrate 
into them, which is my biggest finding… No matter how good your English is…their ways of 
thinking are different, and they have been influenced by religion.” She felt that non-Chinese 
students may be friendly to strangers, but that it is difficult to “integrate” and establish a close 
relationship with them. Vivian emphasised cultural differences in terms of “ways of thinking” 
and “religion”. Culture could be a strong factor as it has influenced people for a long time and 
in various aspects. Chinese students have studied the language but did not take formal courses 
on British culture. Learning the language as well as learning the culture takes years. Chinese 
students may not have the chance to realise cultural differences exist between them and non-
Chinese students in Phase 1, but may have more interaction opportunities with non-Chinese 
students to notice and reflect on cultural differences as a barrier for interaction in Phase 2. 
 
Lacking willingness for interaction was also a reported reason for lack of interaction. Chinese 
students lacked willingness to interact with non-Chinese students and vice-versa. As Savanna 
(F-Edu-1) argued: “Maybe it is not that they [Chinese students] don’t have the chance [to 
interact with non-Chinese students], but they [Chinese students] don’t want to connect with 
them [non-Chinese students].” Tao illustrated this point further:  
 
I didn’t want to connect with Chinese students last year, but most of my friends are 
Chinese this year… When it was last year, I was thinking to get to know new 
cultures, and I was afraid to stick to Chinese students… This year, I am not as 
ambitious as last year…I just feel that I can graduate and go back to China, which 
is enough. Also, it is easier to communicate with Chinese students [than non-
Chinese students], so I don’t want to force myself to talk to non-Chinese students. 
(Tao, F-Bus-2) 
 
Plans after the masters may affect how Chinese students interact with non-Chinese students in 
the UK. Tao completed her last year of undergraduate study in another city in the UK before 
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taking a postgraduate taught degree at the university. During her undergraduate study in the 
UK, she needed to study hard to progress to a master’s at a quality university, but she is “not 
as ambitious” for her master’s because she did not plan to continue her studies afterwards. In 
addition, Tao found it was “easier to communicate with Chinese students” compared to non-
Chinese students due to the same language and culture. Thus, she was comfortable with her 
choice and would not like to interact with non-Chinese students because she could “graduate 
and go back to China”. Arguably, Chinese international students who have plans in the UK 
after their master’s, such as continuing study, taking an internship, and part-time or full-time 
jobs, would be more likely to interact with non-Chinese students. In contrast, Chinese students 
with plans to return to China after their master’s, like Tao, may see interaction with non-
Chinese students as unnecessary. A few Chinese students reported that some non-Chinese 
students were unwilling to communicate with Chinese students. As Stephanie 1 noted:  
 
Sometimes it is not that we don’t want to talk to non-Chinese students, but you find, 
maybe they have an impression that Chinese students don’t want to talk to non-
Chinese students, so non-Chinese students won’t talk to you, either. It could be 
very awkward. Sometimes you want to talk to them, but they didn’t show much 
interest in it. (Stephanie 1, F-Cul-2) 
 
Chinese international students may have a strong desire to interact with non-Chinese students, 
but as shown above this interaction tends to be limited. Stephanie 1 (F-Cul-2) took a formal 
language course before her master’s, and she achieved good grades in semester 1 (three Bs), 
which suggests her formal language training supported her English proficiency. Thus, 
compared with students who did not take a language course, Stephanie 1 may find it easier to 
have a conversation with non-Chinese students. Despite cultural differences between China 
and the UK, Stephanie 1 also had the chance to experience some cultural differences in the UK, 
such as academic and lifestyle cultures, while she was taking the language training course.  
 
Another reason Chinese students failed to interact with non-Chinese individuals was connected 
to emotional support. Although modern technologies provide convenient tools to communicate 
with people across long-distances, Chinese international students while studying in the UK 
require extra emotional support to compensate for distance from their friends and family in 
China. Studies, such as Bertram et al. (2014) and Spencer-Oatey et al. (2017), concluded that 
co-national networks could bring memories from China to help international students cope with 
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homesickness and loneliness. Yuqi (F-Bus-2) commented: “Maybe because it is far away from 
family, they [Chinese students] need some emotional support.” Bruce (M-Bus-2) also noted: 
“It is about feelings. Maybe when they just came [to the UK], they tend to stick together, 
finding someone they are familiar with. It’s like giving them some sense of security.” Yuqi’s 
extract highlights that Chinese students need emotional support in the UK because of the 
distance between China and the UK “from family”. Moreover, Bruce explained that Chinese 
students feel more “security” with Chinese students, possibly because these students are easily 
accessible due to their shared language, culture and experience.  
 
Finally, three interesting conflicts arose regarding interactions between Chinese and non-
Chinese students. Firstly, Chinese students may find it difficult to join a new Chinese group. 
Ashley, for instance, discussed how challenging and complicated it was for her because groups 
formed during a pre-sessional course:  
 
I really want to have a closer relationship with my classmates. There are many 
Chinese students in my master’s, but Chinese girls tend to stick all together and 
most of them are already familiar with each other since the pre-sessional course… 
I really want to join them, but I cannot get in. (Ashley, F-Edu-1) 
 
Bruce (M-Bus-2) offered an explanation for the difficulty above: “I feel, Chinese culture tends 
to have interactions with people that they are familiar with, instead of British people, Western 
people, having parties, meeting new people, interacting with strangers…” Bruce explained that 
culturally Chinese student groups are not open to accepting new members. Thus, despite 
Ashley’s strong desire to interact with her Chinese classmates, Ashely was not welcomed 
because Chinese students had already formed groups during their pre-sessional course.  
 
Secondly, Chinese students may experience misunderstandings when interacting with non-
Chinese students. For instance, Chinese students failed to understand Sophia when she was 
talking to non-Chinese students. As Sophia (F-Bus-1) noted: “Too many Chinese students, I 
don’t have much chance to practice my spoken English…I would proactively talk to them 
[native-English speakers] …my classmates would say, see, she’s seducing him.” Thus, 
Sophia’s experience was that other Chinese students saw her actively approaching non-Chinese 
students as culturally inappropriate behaviour. Sophia’s use of the word “seducing” to describe 
her classmates’ opinion demonstrates that it is perceived negative. In general, Chinese boys 
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approach Chinese girls, rather than Chinese girls taking the initiative so a Chinese girl 
approaching a male non-Chinese student may be considered culturally inappropriate. Chinese 
students may have the impression from websites that non-Chinese are more open to sexual 
behaviours than Chinese. Additionally, the topic of sex is not very openly discussed in Chinese 
culture, where having sex may be regarded as shameful. Thus, Sophia proactively talking to 
non-Chinese students could create misunderstandings between her and her fellow Chinese 
classmates.  
 
Thirdly, Chinese students in this study shared that it can be difficult to find a social balance 
between Chinese and non-Chinese students. Tao discussed the conflict arising from 
interactions with Chinese and non-Chinese groups of students:  
 
In fact, after coming to the UK, what bothers me the most is, when you interact 
with Chinese students, you would stay in the Chinese friend circle, or to interact 
with non-Chinese students? I don’t know how other people balance that…From 
what my friends and I know, if they have a Chinese student circle, they will 
completely stay in the circle. And If they are in a non-Chinese student circle, they 
would just nod when meeting Chinese students. (Tao, F-Bus-1) 
 
This conflict between wanting to have Chinese and non-Chinese friends from Tao’s words 
appears to be a question of “either-or”. Chinese students generally established their own social 
circle and remained in their comfort zone. If they left this comfort zone, as in Sophia’s case, it 
could cause misunderstandings making it challenging to return to the Chinese student group. 
In addition, Tao stated that Chinese students were inclined to join one group. As long as 
Chinese students enjoyed their friendships, they spent more time with their social connections, 
which increased their closeness with either their Chinese student circle or non-Chinese student 
group and created a gap of the balance of interaction between Chinese and non-Chinese 
students.  
 
In summary, Chinese students in this research tend to spend the most time with fellow Chinese 
students and experienced challenges to interact with non-Chinese students. Reasons for 
experiencing challenges include English proficiency, interaction opportunities, cultural 
differences, lack of willingness to interact and emotional support. Moreover, Chinese students 
find it difficult to join a new Chinese student group, some Chinese students lack openness and 
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an understanding of why other Chinese students interacted with non-Chinese students and it 
could be challenging to create a balance between Chinese and non-Chinese student friendship 
groups. 
 
4.6.3 Interaction with Non-Students 
Apart from interactions with Chinese and non-Chinese students, based on their social network 
diagrams Chinese students also interacted with non-students, including family (twenty-nine 
participants), academics (ten participants), colleagues (seven participants), British Chinese 
(two participants) and local people (three participants).  
 
Family was the most frequently mentioned network. For example, Lyn (F-Bus-1) said: “I 
contact my family every two or three days, maybe more often than that. WeChat is very 
convenient and [it has] video calls, as long as I have time and they have time.” Tao (F-Bus-1) 
said: “I always feel my parents and my family is the most important part, so I contact them 
every day.” Contact frequency may vary due to age, gender and personality, but a large number 
of Chinese students in this research perceived their family as a significant network for them. 
Also, technological advancement assisted communication between Chinese international 
students and family in China. 
 
In terms of academics, Erin (F-Geo-2) discussed interactions with her lecturers: “If I feel I’m 
not clear with lecturers’ comments or what lecturers said, I will ask them.” Students who 
mentioned academics as network noted lecturers, professors, tutors and supervisors, but the 
description of these connections was generally on professional grounds, such as clarifying 
course content and feedback, rather than social grounds. 
 
Chinese students may contact previous colleagues in China and current colleagues in the UK. 
As Chao (M-Bus-1) noted: “We would have a chat with close colleagues in China.” Also, Yuqi 
(F-Bus-2) reported: “My part-time friends, we meet when doing our jobs, we also go out 
together. Lots of interactions.” Several Chinese students in this research had work experience 
before their master’s in the UK; thus, some shared that they contacted their colleagues when 
they have time. Chinese students are able to take part-time jobs while studying in the UK, and 
as Yuqi noted, they not only have interactions when working, but also for entertainment. 
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Moreover, Ken interacted with British Chinese citizens, who have either stayed in the UK for 
a long time or were born there:  
 
For me, who wants to stay in the UK, I need a network, need social networking. 
Ethnic Chinese, among local people, they stay in the UK for several years, or even 
more than ten years. They are a huge resource. [The interaction with British 
Chinese] is a new social circle, mainly for work, not entertainment. (Ken, M-Bus-
2) 
 
Ken regarded staying in the UK as his motivation and expectation to study in the UK; thus, he 
was interested in building up his “social networking” within the UK. Ken felt British Chinese 
was a precious resource for him because they usually know about the UK context due to their 
length of stay in the UK, and they could speak Chinese and understand some Chinese culture. 
 
Chinese students may interact with local people. For instance, Erin (F-Geo-2) signed up to 
volunteer and for a painting course: “I am a volunteer. We do flowers in the botanic garden, 
maybe meet a few hours a week, and we have activities. The same for the painting class, one 
day a week and some activities.” Erin elaborated in her interview that she faced some 
challenges to understand classmates and her teacher in the painting class because of the Scottish 
accent, but after some time, she could understand what they are talking about and had even 
learned some local jokes.  
 
Synthesis 
Overall, Theme 5 “Interaction with Social Connections” presents Chinese international 
students the overall social network. During which they interact with fellow Chinese students, 
non-Chinese students as well as non-students. According to their social network diagrams and 
interview transcripts, their overall social network indicates who they interact with, where their 
social network is located, whether these are Chinese or non-Chinese connections, and the 
perceived importance of these social networks, such as family first. Moreover, Chinese 
students from this research tend to prefer interactions with Chinese students and experienced 
challenges when interacting with non-Chinese students. Chinese students’ English proficiency 
level, cultural differences between China and the UK and limited interaction opportunities with 
non-Chinese students pushed Chinese students to interact with Chinese students and increased 
the difficulty of making friends with non-Chinese students. Additional factors that turned them 
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away from attempts to interact were lacking the willingness to interact (from both sides), plus 
Chinese students offered each other emotional support, and shared a similar culture and 
experience. Yet, Chinese students also contacted non-students, including academics, 
colleagues, British Chinese and local people, for academic, emotional and practical support.  
 
In summary, the social experience of Chinese students, e.g., the interaction with students and 
non-students, connects with various social aspects of their overall experience, such as language, 
context and culture, and more importantly, attitudes. Despite challenges, an open and positive 
attitude plays a crucial role to enable Chinese international students to make the most of their 
social experience while studying in the UK. 
 
4.7 Superordinate Theme 6: Influence from Social Network  
 
Vignette  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chinese students reported that they have been influenced by their social connections in China 
and the UK at academic and personal levels while studying abroad. This section will outline 
the influences from Chinese PGT students’ social connections they met while studying in the 
UK and their social connections in China. These influences include academic influences, such 
as students’ academic achievement and understanding of academic requirements, and personal 
influences, such as emotional support and relaxing life atmosphere. 
 
4.7.1 Academic Influences  
 
4.7.1.1 Social Connections in the UK 
More than half of the Chinese students in this study claimed that they have been influenced 
academically via social connections in the UK. Many of these connections were with other 
Bruce was a Chinese boy studying Business in the UK. His friends’ life attitudes 
influenced him. He did not have many ideas about what to do in daily life, but his friends 
made him care more about his life, such as being healthy and going out to travel. Due to 
their influence he started to make changes, e.g. eating healthy food, going to the gym 
and travelling to different places, and he was grateful for those meaningful changes.  
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Chinese students they met in the UK. The ways they were influenced academically was 
mentioned most often in Phase 2 (seventeen times) compared to Phase 1 (ten times), which 
indicates that academic requirements in semester 2 are more difficult for students than semester 
1, or that by semester 2 Chinese students have developed closer and stronger relationships with 
their social network in the UK, or perhaps it is not clear to students until later in the academic 
year how their connections have impacted them academically. The majority of Chinese 
students in this study stated they were most influenced by classmates, although some 
mentioned professors, lecturers, supervisors and tutors. Coco, for instance, found that study 
groups with Chinese classmates were very helpful:  
 
I have met a few good study groups. We can share things and sharing is important. 
For example, when we are writing reports, sometimes we don’t understand what 
lecturers were talking about. [In study groups,] this one offers a point, and that one 
offers a point, and then everyone has passed it. Just feel it is very strong when we 
are all together. (Coco, F-Bus-2) 
 
Coco’s words are consistent with the international student literature that finds Chinese 
international students appreciate the importance of peer-to-peer assistance during academic 
study (Li et al., 2017). In terms of academic support, interaction with co-nationals such as 
Chinese classmates is observed as one of the most helpful strategies for Chinese international 
students (Wang, 2018). This study revealed that study groups with Chinese classmates may 
provide academic and emotional support, and remove language barriers when communicating 
with English-speaking professors, lecturers, tutors and students. Coco’s study groups were 
established voluntarily, rather than the result of required group work. Coco’s study group met 
in Phase 2, course content in semester 2 is more complicated to understand than in semester 1, 
leading to the need for clarification and a better understanding of each module. Chinese 
students may feel worried and frustrated when facing difficulties in academic study, and thus 
Chinese students can share these difficulties and encourage each other in study groups.  
 
Chinese international students’ academic development is also influenced by non-Chinese 
students. Yuqi provided this example:  
When we have classes with them [non-Chinese classmates], you feel they are 
communicating with lecturers, in a very equal position. They just raise questions 
when they forget about something, or what they understand is different from what 
lecturers talk about. We are affected by that sometimes. I would raise questions 
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like them. Not like in China, you wouldn’t ask questions even after class, even 
though you have some ideas. (Yuqi, F-Bus-2) 
 
Yuqi has learned to “raise questions” in classes from her non-Chinese classmates, a technique 
which enables students to clarify academic questions with lecturers as ideas arise rather than 
forgetting ideas after the class. Chinese students tend to ask academic questions to their 
Chinese classmates rather than academics possibly due to language barriers and previous 
educational learning styles in China. However, arguably lecturers offer better responses than 
Chinese classmates due to their professional expertise. Chinese people, from a collectivist 
society, prefer to maintain harmony, and thus avoid talking in group settings such as classes, 
while British people, from an individualist society, tend to talk in large groups, including 
challenging others’ opinions (Hofstede, 1986). Chinese students might thus regard asking 
questions in class as a behaviour that could break harmony and create conflict. Additionally, 
the teacher-student relationship is perceived differently in China and the UK based on different 
cultural values. Teachers in China are highly respected and there is a clear hierarchy between 
teacher and student, whereas Chinese students can find the teacher-student relationships in the 
UK more equal than in China. This status of equal position of the teacher-student relationship 
in the UK has played a role in encouraging Yuqi to regard asking questions in class as a 
behaviour that is not disrespectful towards teachers. Therefore, the influence of non-Chinese 
students encourages Chinese students to think, reflect, and raise academic questions in public.  
 
Although mentioned less often than peers, Chinese students also mentioned the academic 
influence of their instructors. For example, Sophia (F-Bus-1) commented on academic support 
she received from her tutor: “My tutor has helped me a lot. I feel she can provide better 
suggestions.” Savanna (F-Edu-2) also remarked on support given by her lecturers: “Lecturers 
are always very helpful. They have supported and encouraged me a lot.” Chinese students 
provided many detailed examples of how classmates assisted them with academic study, but 
descriptions of academic support from lecturers and tutors was limited, as above. One reason 
may be that UK academic culture encourages independent learning, and thus students spend 
more time with other students than with lecturers and tutors. Another reason could be that 
Chinese students prefer discussing module content with other students rather than tutors and 
lecturers due to language barriers and cultural differences. Additionally, interaction with 
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lecturers and tutors is focused on feedback for final assignments and exams, whereas 
classmates can offer academic help from the start to the end of a module.  
 
Despite positive academic influence, a small number of Chinese students reported unhelpful 
stories related to academic work and their social connections in the UK. For instance, Rika (F-
Bus-2) found discussions with her classmates caused “conflict”: “Sometimes we have group 
work to write an assignment. There is a big conflict between my ideas and my classmates’ 
ideas, although we take the same class.” Unlike the majority of Chinese students who 
mentioned their classmates supported them with academic study, Rika sometimes found 
interacting with classmates in formal group work settings caused conflict between ideas while 
writing assignments, and she preferred doing assignments individually. Rika had studied the 
last year of her undergraduate in the UK before taking her master’s. Consequently, she may 
have found it easier to be an independent learner and complete her assignments by herself. 
Savanna agreed with Rika that there were times that classmates were not helpful during 
academic study:  
 
For example, we have the same assignment to do. Some classmates chat in WeChat 
group about how to write the assignment. We have different lecturers and different 
lecturers have different criteria. Then they talk about what their lecturers discussed, 
but it could be different from what our lecturer did. It’s wasting time. I’d better not 
chat with them. I’d rather just focus on the assessment criteria and follow that. It is 
in chaos from the chat. (Savanna, F-Bus-2) 
 
Savanna preferred to avoid the “chaos” from discussions with other classmates about how to 
write assignments. Due to differences between Chinese and British academic culture, Chinese 
students may find assignment requirements and criteria in UK modules unclear. From the 
above quotations, Chinese students appear interested to understand what they should do for 
assignments by discussing assignments with students who take classes with different lecturers. 
Savanna took a language course before the master’s, which may have helped her to develop a 
better understanding of how to meet academic writing requirements and she wrote assignments 
independently based “the assessment criteria”. Therefore, Savanna described group chats as 
“chaos” that had a negative academic influence on her in terms of time wasting.  
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4.7.1.2 Social Connections in China  
Compared with the majority of students who noted academic influences from social 
connections in the UK, only three participants mentioned academic influence from their social 
ties to people at home in China in Phase 1; perhaps because classmates and academic staff in 
the UK know more about academic study in the UK context than family and friends in China. 
These three Chinese students passionately reported that their friend, romantic partner, and 
family in China supported and influenced their academic study.  
 
Yuqi (F-Bus-1), for instance, claimed: “The reason why I study abroad was because of my 
family’s support and expectation.” The majority of Chinese students studying abroad are self-
funded. Yuqi’s family probably provided financial support for her study in the UK. Due to the 
One-child Policy and the competitive job market in China, Chinese parents regard studying 
abroad as a rewarding choice, and thus provide the best resources they can for their children 
(Bodycott, 2009). Yuqi provided a photograph of a street near her home in China that she called 
“warm” (Figure 4-13). She explained that she lived there since she was little. Her choice of 
photograph demonstrates the influence of her family on her academic motivations while 
studying abroad.  
 
 
Figure 4-13 “Warm” 
 
Lydia stated that her boyfriend in China checks on her study progress: 
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My boyfriend and I are in a long-distance relationship for this year. He always says 
to me: ‘If you don't study hard this year, how to make it worth the year that we are 
apart?’ He would also ask me: ‘What have you learned in those two months?’ 
(Lydia, F-Edu-1) 
 
Due to differences in academic cultures, Chinese students may find it difficult to adapt to self-
directed learning in the UK. Lydia’s boyfriend, despite the “long-distance”, helped monitor her 
study progress and encouraged her to learn as much as she could in the UK. Although the above 
passage appears as if the boyfriend is pressuring Lydia, this is in fact a Chinese form of 
encouragement or motivation by placing pressure and triggering guilt in students to achieve 
academic success. Lydia achieved fairly good grades (As through Cs) and credits her academic 
achievement in part to her boyfriend’s monitoring and encouragement. However, there might 
be some limitations to how much direct academic support he could provide because her 
boyfriend did not experience what she experienced in the UK. He may not be able to understand 
the difficulties Lydia experienced in academic studies, such as the challenges of understanding 
lecturers in class, reading materials, writing assignments and self-directed learning. 
 
In addition, Rika (F-Bus-1) discussed friends in China who “offer help” with assignment 
writing: “Most of them are working now, some in finance and bank field. They would offer 
help when I’m writing assignments.” Rika mentioned in her interview that her friends worked 
in a similar field to the master’s she was studying, and thus unlike previous examples of family 
and boyfriends providing indirect academic support, such as financial and emotional support, 
Rika’s friends were able to provide direct academic-related support, such as background 
information and suggestions. Her friends’ practical work experience assisted her to develop a 
deeper understanding of financial and banking systems so that she could choose a more suitable 
assignment topic and provide more in-depth evaluations. 
 
In summary, the majority of Chinese students were influenced in terms of academic study by 
Chinese and non-Chinese classmates in the UK, although, to a lesser extent, peers were 
sometimes unhelpful. Lecturers, professors, tutors and supervisors played a helpful but limited 
role in Chinese students’ academic social network. Interestingly, none of the Chinese students 
mentioned support from interactions with university support teams such as writing advisors 
from the learning centre or tutors from the language support centre. A few students’ social 
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connections in China were also helpful for their academic study. Social connections in the UK 
provided practical support on academic matters; however, emotional support and financial 
support social connections in China could sometimes play an even stronger role in supporting 
Chinese students’ academic study. 
 
4.7.2 Personal Influences  
 
4.7.2.1 Social Connections in the UK  
A majority of the Chinese students in this study mentioned positive personal influences from 
friends, flatmates and others while studying in the UK. Personal influence was mentioned more 
frequently in Phase 2 (twenty-three times) than in Phase 1 (fifteen times), which perhaps 
indicates that Chinese students built a closer relationship with their social connections in the 
UK over time which led to an increase in personal influence.  
 
For instance, Alice (F-Bus-2) stated Chinese friends in the UK shared her contentment and 
distress: “I’m happier to be with them if I’m happy. When I’m upset, they can help. There’s 
the time difference between me and my friends in China, so I will find my friends in the UK 
first.” Alice’s Chinese friends in the UK could provide in-time emotional support, suggesting 
there is an emotional value in having geographically close friends. There may also be a benefit 
to having friends from the same background. In Alice’s case, her Chinese friends in the UK 
had similar academic and life experiences as her, which means they may have better understood 
of her feelings. In addition, Kaya expressed her feelings towards her flatmates in the UK:  
 
My flatmates in the UK. It is a happy thing for me to meet them. I feel they are like 
my family in daily life. We have food and have fun together. I feel they are very 
important to me. I think they are the most important people when I came here. 
(Kaya, F-Cul-1) 
 
Kaya emphasised the importance of her flatmates being “the most important people” to her 
when she arrived the UK, as if they were her “family”. Kaya achieved mostly As and a few Bs 
throughout the year in her classes. The “happy” and “fun” life experience from living with her 
flatmates might be one reason for her academic achievement. Moreover, Summer (F-L-2) was 
deeply “inspired” by the independence of her non-Chinese friends:  
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British people and the cultural and natural environment in the UK all make me feel 
they are free and independent. Their freedom and independence inspired and 
moved me. For example, about wearing clothes, I feel they just wear what they like. 
They don’t care about others’ judgement, even though they are not in a good figure. 
Chinese don’t do that. They always want to please others. They always worry 
whether others would think these clothes are beautiful or not. (Summer, F-L-2) 
 
This sense of independence from British people influenced Summer to reflect upon differences 
between Chinese and British culture. She realised that UK culture is more “independent” than 
Chinese culture, one example being that some British people make decisions about clothing 
without caring too much about “others’ judgement”. Yet, there is a difference between knowing, 
accepting and applying a new culture. Chinese students may have an awareness of culture 
differences without them personally influencing their own life choices and behaviours.  
 
4.7.2.2 Social Connections in China 
Half of the Chinese students in this study mentioned they have been personally influenced by 
their family and friends in China. Among thirty-four Chinese students who were interviewed, 
fifteen mentioned the influence of the family in China, nine mentioned the influence of friends 
in China, and seven mentioned the influence of both family and friends in China. The influence 
was mentioned slightly more in Phase 1 (eleven times) compared to Phase 2 (nine times). Thus, 
both family and friends in China play a significant role in Chinese students’ personal influence 
throughout their master’s.  
 
As an indicative example, family was “the biggest influence” for Yuqi:  
 
The family has the biggest influence... basically three kinds of influence. The first 
one is that it makes me want to take care of them, it makes me have responsibilities, 
so I would be more responsible for my own study, about what I should do. To be 
independent and I won't let them worry about that. The second is, sometimes I 
would talk about some secrets or deep feelings with my sister or granny, not my 
parents...and another one is, I hope I can have their suggestions. For example, 
sometimes I cannot understand something, I would talk to my father. I can 
understand things very clearly when he just explains in a few sentences. (Yuqi, F-
Bus-1) 
 
Yuqi claimed that family made her want to improve her sense of responsibility and 
independence. Chinese parents tend to get involved in their child’s studies in China, and 
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Chinese students tend to be dependent on their parents. While living away from her family in 
the UK’s independent culture, Yuqi experienced and dealt with things by herself which may 
have helped her develop the maturity to be responsible for her study and her family in the future. 
As some Chinese students mentioned, while friendship with Chinese students in the UK can 
be superficial, Yuqi shared in her interview that she had “deep feelings” for family members 
and received their emotional support. In addition, Yuqi also appreciated her father’s experience, 
opinions, and explanations. Unlike Yuqi, some Chinese students may be too dependent on their 
parents in China and want to prove they can be independent after coming to the UK. While 
studying abroad, they did not keep in close contact with their families or ask opinions from 
family members.  
 
Friends from home also play an important role. Bruce “admire[d]” the passion from his friends 
in China:  
 
Friends in China are like a mirror to me. You cannot lay behind. They are very 
hardworking in China. Some are trying to get a master’s degree, in the U.S., 
Germany, or maybe China. If they don’t get their satisfied majors, no matter how 
good the universities are, they just decide to re-sit the exam. I admire them. 
Compared with them, I lack this kind of spirit [‘拼’]. I admire them a lot every time 
when I know some news from them. (Bruce, M-Bus-1) 
 
Bruce used the metaphor of a mirror to express that his friends in China are competing with 
him. He admired his friends’ their motivation and effort to retake exams and prepare for the 
future. The word ‘拼’ means to strive to achieve an aim. Although his friends were at a distance 
while he was studying abroad, the “news” and the “hard work” he observed when 
communicating with his friends in China encouraged him to put more effort into his studies 
while in the UK.  
 
In summary, Chinese and non-Chinese friends in the UK have exerted personal influence on 
the Chinese students in this study. Chinese friends provide strong emotional support for 
Chinese international students, whereas non-Chinese students appear to present an opportunity 
for Chinese international students to learn from UK cultures. A co-national network is the 
primary network for Chinese students (as noted in Theme 5), and thus connections with other 
Chinese students seem to have the most personal influence. Half of the Chinese students in this 
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study confirmed the important personal influence from family and friends in China. These 
influences have helped Chinese students’ study by providing emotional support and practical 
suggestions. It is interesting to note that although the frequency of contacting family and 
friends in China varies across students, they generally perceive family and friends in China as 
important.  
 
Synthesis  
Overall, Theme 6 “Influence from Social Connections” shows that Chinese PGT students in 
the UK have been influenced academically and personally by social connections in the UK and 
in China. More than half of the students reported academic influence from Chinese classmates, 
non-Chinese classmates and academics in the UK, and a few noted academic influence from 
friends and family in China. A majority of students reported personal influence from friends in 
the UK, such as classmates and flatmates, and half of the students mentioned personal influence 
from friends and family in China.  
 
Social connections in the UK seem to have more influence on Chinese students than social 
connections in China as these connections were more likely to be going through the same 
experience and understand feelings and offer practical help when in Chinese students were in 
need. Family and friends in China also played an important role to financially and emotionally 
support Chinese international students. Despite interaction challenges with non-Chinese 
students, Chinese students valued and learned from non-Chinese students on topics such as 
raising questions in class and developing independence. Moreover, personal influence and 
academic influence were sometimes connected because emotional support encouraged students 
to achieve better academic results. Therefore, social connections in the UK and China create 
an overall network for Chinese international students and impact Chinese international students’ 
experience in the UK.  
 
4.8 Superordinate Theme 7: Psychological Wellbeing  
 
Vignette 
 
 
 
Neil was a Chinese boy who came to the UK for the first time. A few days after arrival, 
in student accommodation, he described how he cooked alone, washed dishes alone, and 
did everything else alone. When he went out, he went to the supermarket alone. 
Everything in the supermarket was in English. He could not find what he wanted to buy. 
He felt really lonely.  
 
   144 
 
 
 
Superordinate Theme 7 focuses on Chinese students’ psychological wellbeing. This 
superordinate theme includes two subordinate themes: that Chinese students experience 
loneliness and homesickness while studying in the UK, and reflections on coping strategies.  
 
4.8.1 Facing Loneliness and Homesickness 
Around two-fifths of the Chinese students in this research mentioned they felt “lonely” and 
“homesick” when studying in the UK. Chinese students discussed feelings of loneliness and 
homesickness in similar high frequency between Phase 1 and Phase 2, which indicates that it 
is an important theme throughout their overall transitional experience. They were lonely and/or 
homesick in terms of food, such as missing Chinese food and the family cooking atmosphere; 
special occasions, such as traditional Chinese festivals and birthdays; and social networks, such 
as being far from their previous network in China and facing the challenge of making new 
friends. 
 
Chinese food plays a significant part in Chinese culture. Among all the photographs used in 
interview themes, around two-thirds of the Chinese students provided photographs of food in 
Phase 1 and more than half in Phase 2 to used photos of food under the interview theme of 
Chinese Culture. These photographs of food typically showed many dishes on one table rather 
than a single dish and usually for special occasions, such as New Year, weddings and birthdays. 
Photographs of food were used most frequently under the theme of Social Connections with 
Chinese. 
 
Wendy expressed missing Chinese food with a photograph called “tasty food” (Figure 4-14):  
 
After I came to the UK, Chinese food is what I miss the most [smile]. We would 
cook food altogether. I feel…we need to spend most of the time together and very 
small time with yourself. If you are with yourself for too long, you will feel lonely. 
(Wendy, F-Bus-1) 
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Figure 4-14 “Tasty Food” 
 
As Chinese food plays a key role in Chinese culture, for Wendy she shared in the interview 
that eating Chinese food in the UK eased her feelings of homesickness. Moreover, what she 
missed was not only Chinese food, but more importantly, the atmosphere of cooking 
“altogether”. Cooking together was one way to spend “time together” rather than “with 
yourself”. She felt a “need” for these moments, to be in a Chinese atmosphere with Chinese 
food, people, language and culture.  
 
Moreover, Tao (F-Bus-2) expressed a strong desire to celebrate traditional Chinese festivals: 
“I really, really, really want to celebrate some Chinese festivals after coming to the UK…I miss 
my family very much in the Spring Festival…I want to be with my parents at the Spring 
Festival.” Tao completed her last year of undergraduate study in Birmingham before taking the 
master’s and has thus has been in the UK for one year longer than other Chinese students. Tao 
used “really, really, really” to express that she strongly missed the time and atmosphere to be 
with her family to celebrate Chinese New Year. Chinese festivals are a symbol of Chinese 
culture and the Spring festival, in particular, represents family reunion.  
 
Additionally, Erin (F-Geo-2) felt lonely when she came to the UK: “When I just came here…I 
felt very lonely…just myself, I don’t have any friends.” She said loneliness was a significant 
experience for her in her Phase 2 interview, she considered it very important to her whole 
transitional experience. Erin’s length of stay and age may contribute to her loneliness as Erin 
came to the UK for three weeks before her master’s, which means she lost the chance to make 
friends with students who took a pre-sessional language course and needed time to meet new 
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people and establish friendships. Erin had also been working for around ten years before 
studying in the UK, which may be another reason that she found it challenging to make friends 
with students of a younger age. All Chinese students were far from their social network of 
family and friends in their home country and needed time to create a new social network in 
their host country.  
 
4.8.2 Reflections on Loneliness and Homesickness 
Chinese students reflected on their experience of loneliness and homesickness and noted their 
coping strategies, such as making new friends in the UK and contacting friends in China.  
 
Making new friends was the most frequently mentioned approach to cope with loneliness and 
homesickness. For instance, Neil (M-Bus-1) provided a photograph from when he arrived in 
Glasgow Airport (Figure 4-15) and provided advice for new students: “Try to build up your 
new social circle. When you have that, you will feel you get into this environment so that you 
don’t feel too lonely and you can talk to friends when in trouble.”  
 
 
 
Figure 4-15 “Facing the Uncertainty” 
 
Neil named the photograph “facing the uncertainty” and explained in his interview that he was 
afraid of the unknown in the new environment. Neil took a five-week language course before 
the master’s and took this research interview when he had been in the UK for around three 
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months. He mentioned that he had made twenty-four friends in two months and they had fixed 
dinner plans every Friday, which showed he had established a new social network in the UK 
during the pre-sessional language course, and his friendship circle helped him ease his 
loneliness and homesickness. With the benefits of having new social network circle, he also 
noted in his interview that he spent too much time socialising with friends, which indicated 
that he was aware of the need to have a balance between spending time with others and with 
himself focusing on his studies.  
 
Alternatively, Eisley (F-Bus-2) preferred contacting her friends in China: “I think, my friends 
in the UK, although they are my new friends, I cannot talk about secrets with them…so I 
usually contact my friends in China.” Eisley, even in Phase 2, felt she was not as close to her 
UK friends compared to her friends in China. From this research, Chinese students’ co-national 
network was their primary social network; however, some participants mentioned that 
friendships with Chinese students in the UK were superficial, such as Eisley above who could 
not share “secrets” with “new friends”. Although Chinese international students share the same 
language, culture and even similar experience of studying in the UK, Chinese students tend to 
have stronger relationships with friends and family in China than Chinese students in the UK. 
Studying a master’s in the UK only takes one year and friendships may take time to develop, 
compared to relationships with friends and family in China that have been developing for years.  
 
Although social networks in the home country and host country are beneficial to coping with 
loneliness and homesickness, Stephanie 1 (F-Cul-2) argued that keeping yourself busy was a 
way of reducing loneliness and homesickness: “I think, actually, you are with yourself for most 
of the time. Sometimes you are with friends, but that’s not every day. I think, you need to find 
something to do yourself, have some fun yourself.” Stephanie 1 provided a photograph (Figure 
4-16) of the first time she travelled by herself. She expressed in her interview that she felt 
nervous travelling alone at first, but then she tried to relax and enjoy herself. Thus, it depends 
on the personality of students sometimes. While some students may keep things to themselves 
and stay at home for most of the time alone and others, such as Stephanie 1, may go out and 
try new things.  
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Figure 4-16 “One Day in Mallaig” 
 
Moreover, Kaya illustrated the importance of having “inner strength” to cope with loneliness: 
 
Loneliness is inevitable. It’s only a matter of how you see loneliness. You still feel 
lonely when you have friends around you. Loneliness is not about whether you 
have company, but how strong your inner side is. You won’t feel lonely if you have 
enough support from your inner strength. (Kaya, F-Cul-2) 
 
Kaya took a ten-week language course before the master’s, which provided her with additional 
weeks to adjust to the UK and make friends. Kaya noted that it is your “inner strength” that 
supports you not to feel lonely. Some people would feel they are lonely even if they are busy 
and have friends around, while others may not if they are alone for a long time.  
 
Furthermore, Vivian (F-Edu-2) perceived being lonely as a great reflective opportunity: “I 
think loneliness help you reflect yourself, reflect your current condition. It is good, maybe I 
wouldn’t think too much on that if I’m with friends.” The majority of Chinese students 
discussed coping strategies for loneliness and homesickness, whereas Vivian appreciated 
“loneliness” as it gave her time to “reflect” on her own. In summary, when Chinese students 
reflected on their experience and coping strategies regarding loneliness and homesickness, they 
revealed that their social network may be helpful to ease these feelings. Arguably, as Vivian 
suggested, studying in the UK may be a great opportunity for Chinese students to learn how to 
spend time with themselves.  
 
Synthesis  
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Altogether, Theme 7 “Psychological Wellbeing” indicates that a number of Chinese 
international students experienced loneliness and homesickness throughout their studies in the 
UK. A few Chinese students expressed strong feelings about missing Chinese food and 
traditional Chinese festivals. Distanced from their family and friends in China, Chinese 
students faced challenges forming a new social network in the UK. While making new friends 
in the UK was the most popular way for Chinese students to cope with loneliness and 
homesickness, some Chinese students preferred contact with close friends in China. Moreover, 
several Chinese students reflected that they needed to face loneliness and homesickness 
themselves and proactively took actions to deal with those feelings, although a social network 
helped sometimes; thus, they tried to keep busy, developed strong inner strength and regarded 
spending time alone as an opportunity for reflection.  
 
4.9 Superordinate Theme 8: Transformative Growth   
 
Vignette  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chinese students reported that they had experienced transformative growth from studying and 
living in the UK. Independence, social skills and maturity were identified as three main aspects 
of this transformative growth.  
 
4.9.1 Reflections on Overall Transitional Experience  
Findings from this subsection are from the part of the interviews where every participant was 
asked to use a metaphor to describe their overall transitional experience in the UK. Ken used 
the metaphor “to open a new window” in a “house”:  
Neil is a Chinese boy that has studied Business in the UK. He used “a boiled egg” as a 
metaphor to summarise his overall experience in the UK. He explained that people may 
not observe any difference from outside appearances. If he does not inform them, people 
do not know where he has been or what he has seen. They may not even know that he 
has studied abroad. Most of the changes he experienced are inside him, such as 
respecting people and thinking critically before giving opinions. Just like a boiled egg, 
you may not see any difference between a raw egg and a boiled egg from the outside, 
but the boiled egg has changed significantly. 
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I feel, studying abroad is like to open a new window in your life. If you are in China, 
it is always that house, you face everything the same in the house all the time. 
Studying abroad gives you a chance to see some views outside the house. (Ken, M-
Bus-2) 
 
Ken explained that studying in the UK has opened a new window of his world and offered him 
a different way to observe and think of the world. Travelling to a new place may always involve 
seeing new things, but living in a new place could exert more influence on people in terms of 
culture and ways of thinking. In addition, a metaphor of a “mermaid in the fairy tale” was given 
by Bella:  
 
In the fairy tale, the elders have been telling mermaid about the world above the 
sea. She was very looking forward to that. When she was finally able to go above 
the sea, she felt the world is very different. (Bella, F-Bus-2) 
 
Bella felt she was like the mermaid in the fairy tale. She had yearned to study in the UK before 
studying abroad, and she felt different from what she expected it to be like to live in the UK. 
Before Bella came to the UK, her source of British culture was from websites, such as films. 
Watching films is one way to learn about some aspects of Western culture, but not necessarily 
ones that not happen in people’s daily lives. Furthermore, watching films about life in the UK 
and actually experiencing life in the UK could be quite different. In contrast, Yuqi used “rivers 
running into the sea” as a metaphor to describe her experience in the UK:  
 
I feel we are all from different places in the world, different places in China. We 
have brought our own characteristics or personal preferences. After some time, we 
interact with the culture here, interact with people from different places. We affect 
each other and then we have generally become similar. If we have become closer 
friends, then we would have the same habits, feeling like we fit for each other. 
(Yuqi, F-Bus-2)  
 
Yuqi noted that people from “different places” interact with each other and then integrate, just 
like rivers join from different directions before running into the sea. Studying in the UK has 
offered Yuqi the chance to meet people from diverse national and regional backgrounds. She 
noticed that she was a small river integrating into the broader sea. Some students, however, 
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may notice this difference but did not feel integrated, in the sense of forming connections with 
others or belonging to the whole environment. 
 
In conclusion, the metaphors Chinese students provided and their explanations during their 
interviews indicate that Chinese students generally expressed that they benefited from studying 
in the UK. They have broadened their horizons to see a new world, learned a different way of 
thinking, found integration in a more diverse environment and overall “grown” into themselves.  
 
4.9.2 Independent Living Skills  
Around one-fourth of the Chinese students in this research indicated that they learned 
independent living skills. Bella, for instance, discussed what learned about aspects of her life 
in general, such as cooking and cleaning:  
 
When I was in China, I did my undergrad's study in my city and my parents helped 
me with many things. I never cook or do laundry myself. But here, it's really, 
everything is on me. I need to buy food, cooking, do the laundry, clean the room 
and set the bed, just everything. (Bella, F-Bus-2) 
 
The majority of these Chinese international students were born under the One-child Policy in 
China; Thus, a child may grow up in an environment with intensive care from their family (Gu 
& Maley, 2008b). As Bella explained, she never lived outside her city before coming to the 
UK. Her parents took care of many things for her even during her undergraduate study. There 
was a certain amount of pride expressed in her voice when she said she was able to do “just 
everything” about her newly developed abilities to live independently. She has learned to 
manage things for herself. Related to independent living skills, Sophia described the difference 
between eating food before and after coming to the UK: 
 
I have changed a lot, really... Before coming to the UK, if I were to eat fish, I would 
eat the middle part without fishbone, the best part, my mom eats the fishtail and 
dad eats the fish head... I cook by myself here in the UK, not like in China. [In 
China], if my mom is at home, my mom will cook; if my dad is at home, then my 
dad will cook [smile]. (Sophia, F-Bus-1) 
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Figure 4-17 “Culture for a Foodie” 
 
Sophia provided a photograph of her cooking in the UK (Figure 4-17). Sophia explained that 
she ate “the best part” of the fish at home and her mum and dad cooked. Living in the UK has 
given her a chance to learn independent living skills such as cooking many tasty dishes, when 
she did not have cooking experience before. Sophia worked for more than seven years before 
taking the master’s, she was over thirty. Compared with recent undergraduate students, Sophia 
depended on her parents for a longer time, even when she was working, which means it may 
be more difficult for her to take care of herself independently.  
 
Additionally, Stephanie 2 discussed the first time she took a train in the UK: 
 
If in China, no matter where you go, you don’t have language barriers, and you can 
call your parents and go home at any time… It makes me feel I was spoiled a lot 
before coming to the UK… But here [in the UK], I need to be responsible for 
myself. (Stephanie 2, F-Edu-2) 
 
Stephanie 2 realised the difference between travelling in China, where her parents would take 
care of everything for her and she felt “spoiled”, and in the UK where she needed to be 
“responsible” for herself. She mentioned that she had to face “language barriers” and 
differences in local culture, such as how to choose suitable transportation and buy tickets. She 
said in her interview that she benefited from travelling by herself in the UK and she highly 
recommends Chinese students do the same, as she argued travelling alone is the best approach 
to learn independent living skills. 
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In conclusion, Chinese students reflected that they noticed transformative growth in terms of 
independent living skills. Chinese students highlighted that they largely depended on their 
parents in China and needed to be independent in the UK. Some Chinese students appreciated 
the chance to learn to live independently, while others felt forced to grow up. Either way these 
Chinese students were given an opportunity to experience living independently and have 
generally improved their independent living skills while studying abroad as a result.  
 
4.9.3 Social Skills  
Some Chinese students noticed they improved their ability to communicate with others and 
make friends. For instance, Yami (F-Edu-2) noted: “I’ve made some friends. My social circle 
is more diverse than before. Making friends is not as that difficult as I thought. I have become 
more outgoing.” Yami explained that she was a quiet girl and enjoyed reading and writing at 
home in China. In her Phase 1 interview, she expressed her desire to be more confident and 
have more chance to communicate with people. She achieved this goal by proactively 
communicating with people and making lots of friends. She was proud that she was confident 
to start conversations because she used to be too shy to take actions.  
 
Bella, on the other hand, discussed she experienced more openness “to anyone” in 
communication and friendship:  
 
I feel I can talk more now [smile]. In the past, in China, maybe my friends are 
always those same friends. If we are close, then I talk a lot. If we are not that close, 
I didn’t talk much. But now, I feel I can talk a lot with anyone, to be close to anyone. 
(Bella, F-Bus-2) 
 
Several Chinese students improved their communication skills and the ability to make new 
friends. Studying in the UK has given students such as Bella a chance to meet people from 
different backgrounds, which has improved their social skills to make friends in a diverse 
environment. Similarly, once Yami developed confidence, she found herself increasingly 
confident to talk to strangers and make new friends. Some Chinese students made new friends 
at the beginning of their studies and stayed within that social circle, whereas others, such as 
Yami and Bella, continued meeting new people and making new friends throughout their 
studies.  
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4.9.4 Maturity  
Around two-fifths of the Chinese students in this study reported that they had improved in 
maturity. For instance, Chao has grown more understanding of his parents: 
 
Maybe I have gradually become mature, or gradually understand my family, 
understand how they think about things. This is a process of standing in their 
shoes… ‘Filial piety tops all virtues.’ Your family would miss you and you should 
call them sometimes, a way to show filial piety. (Chao, M-Bus-2)  
 
In Chao’s case, he has realised that he became willing to “understand” his family. He used to 
disagree with some decisions made by his parents, but now he would like to try to consider 
why from their perspective, “their shoes”. Standing in his parents’ shoes, he understood that 
his family would “miss” him and worry about him abroad, he thus contacted them more often 
than before to show his care to his family. Sophia provided an example of growing in “inner 
strength”:  
 
I feel I have developed my inner strength… I find out I start to focus on myself. I 
used to take care of others’ feelings and won’t care too much about my own feelings. 
But now, I gradually feel, when I should say yes, I say yes, when I should say no, 
I say no. (Sophia, F-Bus-2) 
 
Sophia described that she used to focus on “others’ feelings” over her “own feelings”, but then 
she realised she “developed my inner strength” by focusing on herself, demonstrating increased 
confidence and maturity. Chinese traditional culture includes seeking peace and harmony; 
hence, saying ‘no’ may create conflict, but saying ‘yes’ all the time does not necessarily achieve 
peace and harmony. Similarly, Ke mentioned she had changed her way of thinking since 
studying in the UK:  
 
I feel I look at things differently. In the past, when someone tells me something, I 
would think, ok, that is that, but now, I would think, oh, really? When I was in 
China, my family were protective, but now, I cannot be stupid. I need to think about 
things carefully. (Ke, F-Bus-2) 
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Ke has improved her critical judgement about certain life aspects. Her family used to be 
“protective”, but she realised the need to face things “carefully” through her own understanding 
and judgement. Chinese educational context does not emphasise critical thinking. Chinese 
students are taught to follow lecturers without question. If Chinese students do not have enough 
independent life experience, they will possibly meet people with other purposes in the UK 
when they assume everyone is a nice person and believe everything someone says.  
 
Synthesis 
Overall, Theme 8 “Transformative Growth” demonstrates that Chinese international students 
have developed independent living skills, social skills and maturity. The development of 
independent living skills is particularly relevant as it is arguably unique for Chinese 
international students because they were born under the One-child Policy in China. 
Consequently, Chinese parents tend to take extreme care of their children and, in turn, Chinese 
students commonly depend on their parents for the majority of life issues. Therefore, although 
it was a great challenge for Chinese international students to live independently, they were 
proud of developing the ability to do simple household chores. Moreover, studying in the UK 
provided a diverse environment so that Chinese students could create friendships with 
individuals from different cultural backgrounds. Proactively stepping out of their comfort 
zones and establishing friendships with new people helped improve their social skills, 
communication skills and confidence. Since Chinese parents appear to be very protective of 
their children in China, Chinese students’ independence also led to psychological maturity. 
Being far away from their families, Chinese students in the UK face academic and non-
academic matters by themselves. Following their experience of studying and living in the UK, 
a few Chinese students started to understand their parents, learned to express their ideas and 
make critical judgements on issues, e.g., understand some decisions made by parents, refuse 
unwanted requests and thought critically about new information.  
 
Chinese students are likely to undergo transformative growth while studying in the UK as they 
are forced to face and overcome different types of challenges. Although, they might be 
regarded as life skills, transformative growth arguably complements other academic 
knowledge and skills they gain through their education abroad, therefore leading towards a 
more holistic international education experience.  
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4.10 Superordinate Theme 9: Transitioning Out  
 
Vignette 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Superordinate Theme 9 presents how Chinese international students reflected on their 
transitional experience, how they understood Chinese culture over time, and their concerns 
with future employment after studying in the UK. 
 
4.10.1 New Understandings on Chinese Culture 
Around two-thirds of the Chinese students in this research reported studying a postgraduate 
taught degree in the UK provided them with new reflections on Chinese culture. Note that, 
China is a vast country and Chinese culture varies between different regions, which adds to the 
difficulty of explaining Chinese culture. For example, Lyn realised she had a limited 
understanding of Chinese culture from her interaction with non-Chinese people: 
 
I found out many non-Chinese people are very interested in Chinese culture. They 
know more Chinese culture than I do. Sometimes they ask me some questions, but 
I cannot answer. I wish Chinese international students could know enough Chinese 
culture before explaining that to non-Chinese people. (Lyn, F-Bus-2) 
 
Lyn realised her need to learn more about Chinese culture. Lyn explained in her interview that 
was unlikely she would talk about Chinese culture with Chinese students. However, during her 
interactions with non-Chinese people, Lyn found that non-Chinese people misunderstood some 
aspects of Chinese culture, and she felt challenged to respond in detail due to her own limited 
knowledge of Chinese culture. Studying in the UK gave Lyn an awareness of the importance 
of deepening her own knowledge of Chinese culture. 
 
Bruce was a Chinese boy studying Business in the UK. He used the metaphor “sugar 
in the water” to describe his overall transitional experience in the UK. He explained 
that he had learned a lot from studying in the UK, but it was hard to state specifics 
because of the complexity of his experience; thus, he felt all those days in the UK, all 
those experiences in the UK, had melted into his body like sugar in water.  
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In addition, Bruce (M-Bus-1) realised his limited knowledge of Chinese culture while attending 
Chinese cultural activities in the UK: “Universities organise many Chinese cultural activities. 
I feel there are many things that I don’t know much about, like the Mid-Autumn Festival and 
Dragon Boat Festival.” Bruce stressed that in China, Chinese students are likely to celebrate 
traditional festivals with their families rather than attending activities in public. Activities in 
the UK contain more historical and cultural information about the history behind these 
traditional Chinese festivals. This then provides Chinese students a chance to learn more about 
Chinese festivals through Chinese cultural activities in the UK.  
 
Moreover, Sophia reflected on the “beautiful” aspects of Chinese culture and Wendy stated she 
felt “proud” of China after studying in the UK:  
 
I feel I like Chinese culture more [since Phase 1 interview]. I travelled places in 
the UK, in museums and other places, I feel Chinese stuff are really beautiful! Also, 
when it was my first time to watch Spring Festival Gala in a foreign country, I 
didn’t notice things before, but now, I feel, wow, the Chinese opera is really good, 
wow, Tai Chi is so beautiful. I like Chinese traditional culture more than ever. 
(Sophia, F-Bus-2) 
 
I feel I am proud of China! ... China has all the sceneries of European countries, 
many different countries. It is very impressive, very proud. Also, Chinese culture 
is very diverse. The language, food and things can be totally different, even 
between close small towns. (Wendy, F-Bus-2) 
 
Spring Festival Gala is a tradition for Chinese people to watch TV to celebrate the beginning 
of the year — the Chinese Lunar New Year’s Eve. The Gala covers many Chinese traditional 
art performances including Chinese opera and Tai Chi. Chinese students perhaps take the Gala 
for granted if they are in China; however, for Sophia, it was her first time watching the Gala 
without her family in the UK. With her increased feeling of homesickness, Sophia began to 
“notice” the performances leading to a realisation and an appreciation of the beauty inherent in 
Chinese traditional culture. Also, Wendy elaborated during her interview that in the past that 
although she had an understanding of words, it took an outside perspective, after she had 
travelled to the UK and Europe, to observe Chinese culture’s broad and profound (“impressive” 
and “diverse”) history, where she suddenly realised it was “impressive” that China held so 
many “sceneries”. Wendy uses the word “sceneries” here with a wider implication than the 
features of a landscape; for instance, when people in the UK asked Wendy where she came 
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from while travelling in the UK and Europe and talking with non-Chinese people, she answered 
China, and they would continue to ask her where in China, which made her realise that China 
is a vast country with a great variety of cultures. 
 
Interestingly, several Chinese students noted that they had not changed in terms of their 
understanding of Chinese culture. For instance, Coco Gui (F-Bus-2) said: “Not many changes. 
I’ve been here for two years”, and Sining (F-Law-2) said: “I feel no changes. If there are 
changes in this one year, then it’s useless to live twenty years in China [smile].” Coco Gui 
studied her undergraduate degree at the same university for two years and Sining took a 
language course for three months before starting her master’s. Although some Chinese students 
reported their feelings had changed about their understanding of Chinese culture, other Chinese 
students reported no change. Although, as Coco Gui noted, if studying in the UK for a relatively 
long time it may be difficult to notice a difference. Moreover, a master’s in the UK takes one 
year of study to complete and it is hard for one year’s experience to compete with twenty years 
of immersion of Chinese culture in China. Furthermore, studying in the UK may 
subconsciously and gradually influence Chinese students’ feelings and attitudes on Chinese 
culture: hence, it is also possible that students will only notice their changes in understanding 
of Chinese culture after their return.  
 
In summary, the experience of leaving their families, studying in the UK and learning Chinese 
culture in a different country, helped some Chinese students see and understand Chinese culture 
from a different perspective. While some Chinese students realise the need to learn more about 
Chinese culture and feel proud of China, other Chinese students feel no changes in their 
understanding of Chinese culture.  
 
4.10.2 Concerns about Employment 
Chinese students reported their concerns on career-related challenges, including financial 
pressures, working visas, gender discrimination, lack of time to complete job applications, and 
low response and success rates following job applications. Although only five out of thirty-
four participants mentioned career-related challenges, each of these five students highlighted a 
specific concern. Coco Gui, for instance, discussed her concerns about financial pressures:  
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Shanghai is huge. I feel I cannot afford a house even if I work for my whole life. 
This is the first time I have doubts about it. If I stay in Qingdao [her hometown], 
my family has a house, I can have food at home, which can save lots of money. But 
if I'm in Shanghai, two-thirds of the income will go to renting...so I feel this is my 
current biggest challenge. (Coco Gui, F-Bus-1) 
 
 
Figure 4-18 “The Dilemma” 
 
Coco Gui explained her difficulty between making the decision to work in her home city or in 
Shanghai. She provided a photograph of Shanghai named “The dilemma” (Figure 4-18). 
Metropolitan cities, such as Beijing and Shanghai, usually have bigger opportunities and 
challenges than smaller areas. She may find more job opportunities and learn more from a 
competitive job market in a metropolitan city than in other areas. However, Shanghai is a city 
that is famous for its high living costs, particularly housing prices, which created doubts for 
Coco Gui about whether Shanghai was an appropriate location to live in for her “whole life”. 
Some Chinese students may want to work in metropolitan cities to prove they can be 
independent and successful. Although it might be exciting to work in metropolitan areas, Coco 
Gui observed the more rational choice in the long run may be to work in Qingdao through 
consideration of the overall living costs, in terms of food and rent, and housing prices in 
Shanghai. 
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Rika (F-Bus-1) mentioned that obtaining a work visa in the UK was a barrier for her: “Recently, 
the current prime minister changed the policy. I planned to work in the UK for one year to have 
some work experience, but it is not possible now.” Rika indicated changes in UK work visas 
prevented her from gaining overseas work experience. The UK abandoned the post-study visa 
that allowed graduates to stay and work in the UK for two years in 2012. One reason was the 
UK claimed that overseas students were over-staying and used student visas for migration 
purposes. The UK has restricted thresholds on how much graduates can earn, time limits for 
starting to work and introduced sponsorship requirements (Coughlan, 2018; O’Carroll, 2018).  
 
Apart from financial pressure and a work visa, Zoe noted the challenge of gender 
discrimination in the job market:   
 
This is a challenge for me. It is already very difficult to find a job. You can only 
get the interview if you are very good. But, no matter how good you are, sometimes 
you need to face this biological condition. (Zoe, F-Bus-1) 
 
 
Figure 4-19 “To Be a Better Me” 
 
Zoe revealed her disappointment when employers prefer male employees, which makes her 
frustrated to be refused by something she cannot change: her biology. Zoe provided a 
photograph related to a project she applied for with SIEMENS (Figure 4-19). SIEMENS 
planned to recruit one trainee in the financial department. She was selected as one of fifteen 
potential trainees after phone interviews with hundreds of applicants. Zoe was excellent enough 
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to be chosen as one of these potential trainees; however, she felt that males are still preferable 
in some circumstances. 
 
In addition, Zoe (F-Bus-2) stated that she lacked the time to apply for jobs while studying in 
the UK: “Just no time. Our major has lots of coursework. Coursework starts from the beginning 
of the semester, group work is till the end of the semester, and then we need to prepare for 
exams.” Zoe’s non-stop study schedule left limited time for her to research potential job 
positions and complete job applications. Taking a master’s in the UK usually takes one year, 
an intense period of study. Moreover, the timing of job deadlines in China and the UK may be 
different, which means students must take care not to miss deadlines in China while completing 
their studies in the UK.  
 
Unlike Zoe who missed her chance to apply for jobs, Ke (F-Bus-2) applied but faced challenges 
with a low response rate and online tests: “It's about the time to return China and find jobs. I 
have applied tons of positions, but only one responded and I failed the online test.” The 
University of Glasgow provides career support, but Chinese international students may not 
know or use the available support. Several Chinese students suggested that it would be ideal to 
have a designated Chinese career consultant so that Chinese students will not experience 
language barriers, or lack of relevant knowledge, when asking questions. For example, the 
consultant needs to understand the Chinese job market and provide specific suggestions.  
 
In summary, Chinese students had concerns about applying for future jobs. Financial pressures, 
working visas and gender discrimination were realistic factors that Chinese students found hard 
to change. Yet, limited time to complete job applications and success rate are areas where 
Chinese students could make changes. Chinese students need to be aware of deadlines and job-
related information, such as how to prepare for online tests, and proactively use all possible 
resources to gain information about positions that interest them.  
 
Synthesis 
Overall, Theme 9 “Transitioning Out” includes Chinese students’ reflections about their overall 
transitional experience in the UK, understandings of Chinese culture and their concerns about 
employment after studying in the UK. Chinese students have generally benefited from studying 
in the UK, such as seeing a new world and learning a new way of thinking. A few Chinese 
   162 
 
 
students realised they had a limited knowledge of Chinese culture from interactions with non-
Chinese individuals and Chinese cultural activities in the UK. Several Chinese students 
appreciated and were proud of Chinese culture when distanced from families in China, and had 
the chance to deepen their knowledge of Chinese culture in the UK. Some Chinese students 
mentioned that they had not changed their understanding of Chinese culture, possibly because 
studying a master’s in the UK takes one year and requires intense study, but they may not 
realise they have changed their perceptions until they return to China. Moreover, Chinese 
students were concerned about future employment, such as living costs if working in a 
metropolitan city, how to obtain a working visa if working abroad, gender discrimination for 
some fields, lacking the time to apply for jobs while studying and low job applications success 
rate.  
 
Chinese students may have changed their perceptions about home culture while studying in the 
UK and started to consider employment only after their study. Such changed understanding of 
their home culture may affect their re-adaptation when they return to China, such as feeling 
proud and valuable when living in China. Overseas study experience is favoured by some 
employers in China. Chinese students still face challenges after studying in the UK, but they 
could be more capable of meeting challenges as they may have developed capabilities and 
confidence from their experience of studying in the UK. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion and Conclusion 
 
5.1 Overview 
This research provides an in-depth qualitative investigation of Chinese PGT students’ 
transitional experiences in the UK. Chinese international students represent the largest group 
of international students in the UK, and a better understanding of their experiences while 
studying abroad can help institutions, educators, and students to experience more positive and 
transformative educational experiences. However, previous studies on international student 
experience tend to focus on undergraduate and doctoral students, and not on master’s students 
who undertake one year of study in the UK. Accordingly, this research sought to explore 
Chinese international PGT students’ transitional experiences through a novel longitudinal two-
phase, in-depth interview design combined with photo-elicitation and diagrammatic-elicitation 
techniques. This qualitative, longitudinal research endeavoured to address two intertwined 
research questions: 
 
1) How do Chinese postgraduate taught students adapt to a new academic and social 
culture during the transition process? 
2) How do their social connections influence their transitional experience in the UK?  
 
This chapter will provide a summary of the key findings from this research, including a 
synthesised discussion of the key themes that emerge from this study and by exploring 
connections amongst those themes (Section 5.2). Theoretical contributions for each research 
question will then be discussed (Section 5.3). The overall findings from this research have been 
discussed from the perspective of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943, 1954), which 
contributes towards a new model to explain and understand Chinese PGT students’ experience 
in the UK. Likewise, when the findings from this research are discussed in the light of The 
Functional Model of Friendship Networks (Bochner et al., 1977), a new model has been 
proposed from Chinese PGT students’ social experience in the UK. Following this discussion, 
Section 5.4 will present the practical implications for HE institutions, academic staff and 
Chinese PGT students. Discussions of the research limitations and future research directions 
regarding research methods and two new models in this study will follow (Sections 5.5 and 
5.6). The thesis will end with my reflections on this research including research methods, 
research findings and the overall research experience (Section 5.7).  
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5.2 Empirical Contributions 
This section will highlight the similarities and differences via the comparison of findings in 
this study, and previous, relevant, studies in the literature. This research provides a longitudinal 
qualitative investigation of Chinese PGT students’ transitional experience in the UK and the 
role their social connections play in this experience. As presented in Chapter 4, findings from 
this research uncovered Chinese PGT students’ experience from a wide range of academic, 
social, linguistic, psychological and practical perspectives. Using IPA, nine superordinate 
themes emerged from this study: Theme 1 “Motivations and Expectations to Study in the UK”; 
Theme 2 “English Proficiency”; Theme 3 “Academic Experience in the UK”; Theme 4 
“Critical Thinking”; Theme 5 “Interaction with Social Connections”; Theme 6 “Influence from 
Social Connections”; Theme 7 “Psychological Well-being”; Theme 8 “Personal Growth” and 
Theme 9 “Transitioning out”.  
 
Theme 1 Motivations to Study in the UK  
Theme 1 covers three main motivations and expectations for Chinese PGT students choosing 
to study in the UK: employment prospects, English proficiency, and new horizons. The 
experiences of Chinese PGT students in this study echo previous Chinese international student 
literature in that they have career-driven motivations (Bamber, 2014; Bodycott, 2009; Huang, 
2013; Zhu & Reeves, 2019). Chinese PGT students believe that taking a master’s programme 
in the UK could be beneficial for them to access better jobs and future promotions (Bamber, 
2014; Zhu & Reeves, 2019). Moreover, their desire to improve their English proficiency is 
consistent with previous literature (Bodycott, 2009; Huang, 2013; Rudd et al., 2012; Wu, 2014; 
Zhu & Reeves, 2019). Chinese PGT students in the UK believe that studying in the UK, a 
natural English environment, will help them develop their English-language skills (Wu, 2014; 
Zhu & Reeves, 2019). Furthermore, new horizons were raised by participants in this research, 
which is consistent with the existing literature that Chinese PGT students were also attracted 
by experiencing new cultures and lifestyles (Bamber, 2014; Cebolla-Boado et al., 2018; Li & 
Qi, 2019; Zhu & Reeves, 2019). 
 
Although all three motivations are commonly cited in the previous literature, the findings of 
this research indicate that English proficiency tends to be the weakest motivation and new 
horizons appear the most important. Despite the desire for English development, Chinese PGT 
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students in this research tend to agree with the previous literature that English improvement is 
a relatively less influential factor for them to consider studying in the UK (Bamber, 2014). It 
may be challenging to largely improve English proficiency if Chinese PGT students spend most 
of their time with fellow Chinese students (Bamber, 2014). Chinese international students 
represent the largest group of international students in the UK and business-related majors are 
popular among Chinese international students. With the majority of Chinese students in 
business subjects, participants in this study may be aware of the high density of Chinese 
students on campus and have relatively low expectations to improve their English proficiency. 
Attention should be paid to this point: that the UK tends to lose its natural advantage of 
developing English proficiency to attract Chinese international students. 
 
Good educational quality tends to be the most influential motivation for international students, 
Chinese international students as well as Chinese PGT students in previous studies to choose 
to study in the UK (Ahmad & Hussain, 2017; Counsell, 2011; Dimmock & Ong Soon Leong, 
2010; Li & Qi, 2019; Maringe & Carter, 2007; McLeay et al., 2018; Wu, 2014; Yang, 2007). 
However, participants from this study seemed not to emphasise educational quality as a factor. 
In contrast, new horizons were mentioned the most by participants. For Chinese PGT students 
in this study, they are most interested in the experience as a whole, rather than academic study 
alone. Studying a master’s is one part of their experience, but they are more interested in living 
in a different environment, meeting people from different cultural backgrounds, participating 
in local events, and experiencing a Western lifestyle. Thus, the overall experience with various 
elements should be enhanced to make use of the attractiveness of new horizons as a stronger 
motivating factor for Chinese international students to choose to study in the UK.  
 
The previous literature also indicates that one-year master’s programmes in the UK tend to be 
particularly attractive to Chinese female students because they may face stigmatisation if they 
spend too long in education, and thus having the difficulty in finding a suitable husband 
(Bamber, 2014). The short duration of master’s study in the UK, however, is not a key 
motivation for participants in this study, although the majority of participants were female. The 
social status of women was raised during the interviews. Many women were more independent 
rather than having strong dependence on men comparable to previous generations. In some 
places within China, people are gradually becoming more open-minded about marriage and the 
average age for marriage is older than before. Since the short duration of a master’s in the UK 
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is no longer a strong motivation for Chinese female students, other benefits of this educational 
experience should be highlighted, such as the quality of education and working opportunities 
after study in the UK, especially when compared with other major Western countries, such as 
US and Australia.  
 
Theme 2 English Proficiency  
Theme 2 includes Chinese PGT students’ language barriers and their reflections on their 
changes in English proficiency. Similar to the literature (Li et al., 2017; Liu, 2015; Tian & 
Lowe, 2013; Tian & Lowe, 2009; Wu & Hammond, 2011; Yan & Berliner, 2013; Zhang & Mi, 
2010; Zhang & Zhou, 2010), Chinese PGT students in this study experienced language barriers 
in all four aspects: English speaking, listening, reading and writing. These language challenges 
negatively affected Chinese PGT students’ academic performance, such as comprehending 
lecturers, participating in group discussions, reading academic resources and writing 
assignments (Li et al., 2017; Liu, 2013; Zhang & Zhou, 2010).  
 
Although some Chinese PGT students in this study, as the literature indicates (Andrade, 2009; 
Wu & Hammond, 2011; Wang, 2018), were satisfied with their English improvement, some 
other students did not feel their English language ability had improved. Previous literature 
indicates that Chinese international students encounter language barriers at the start of their 
study in the UK and they may overcome such a challenge over time (Liu, 2013; Wang, 2018). 
However, as the findings of this study demonstrate, Chinese PGT students experience 
language-related challenges throughout their journey. Also, this challenge is not limited to 
students who were abroad for the first time or stayed in the UK for a shorter time, but also for 
those who had overseas studying experience. Therefore, English proficiency is a crucial 
challenge for Chinese PGT students in the UK because some students reported no development 
in English proficiency, students experience language barriers not only at the initial stage but 
throughout their journey, and it also happens to those who are not new international students. 
 
Those students who improved their English proficiency in this study proactively explored 
different ways to practise their English (Liu, 2013; Wu & Hammond, 2011), whereas those 
who did not develop their English proficiency appeared to believe that studying in the UK, a 
natural English language environment, would automatically help improve their mastery of 
English (Wu, 2014; Zhu & Reeves, 2019). An English environment is not effective to help 
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develop English proficiency if Chinese PGT students spend most of their time with fellow 
Chinese students (Bamber, 2014). To help improve such a situation, it is suggested that Chinese 
PGT students consider being proactive to improve their command of English and spend time 
with fellow Chinese students wisely.  
 
Theme 3 Academic Experience in the UK   
According to the findings of this research, interdependent learning, self-directed learning and 
academic writing are three distinctive aspects of Chinese PGT students’ academic experience 
in the UK. International students generally encounter academic challenges (Heng, 2018; 
Maringe & Jenkins, 2015; Singh, 2015; Smith & Khawaja, 2011), and English proficiency and 
social connections are most cited predictors for academic challenges (Aurah, 2014; Leong, 
2015; Li et al., 2018; Zhang, 2016). Chinese PGT students reported the challenge of 
interdependent learning throughout group discussions and in tutorials, seminars and workshops 
(Durkin, 2011; Hyun, 2019; Zhang & Zhou, 2010). As previous literature indicates (Wang, 
2018), Chinese international students, due to Chinese cultural values, seek harmony and avoid 
confrontation, which explains the challenge of group participation because they do not want to 
create conflicts with their peers. In addition, Chinese students also reported language barriers 
during classroom participation, including struggling with conversational English and 
understanding accents (Heng, 2018; Su & Harrison; Wu, 2015). In a Chinese educational 
context, students are accustomed to receiving detailed guidance from teachers and are 
monitored by their parents; however, as the literature suggests (Wang, 2018; Gu, 2009), 
Chinese students in this study reported it was challenging to take responsibility for their study. 
Despite challenges, these Chinese students appreciated the chance to experience self-directed 
and interdependent learning.   
 
Chinese PGT students in this study reported difficulties regarding academic writing and 
support they received to improve their academic writing. Similar to the literature (Campbell & 
Li, 2008; Heng, 2018; Maringe & Jenkins, 2015; Singh, 2015; Tian & Low, 2012), Chinese 
PGT students in the UK generally found academic writing challenging. As the literature 
indicates (Heng, 2018; Ibrahim & Nambiar, 2011; Tian & Low, 2012; Zhao & Hirvela, 2015), 
Chinese PGT students in this research reported facing language barriers and needed to adapt to 
new academic writing conventions. These Chinese students reflected that pre-sessional courses 
from the university and academic writing feedback from lecturers were helpful approaches to 
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support improvements (Tian & Lowe, 2013). Although the university provided academic 
writing workshops, some Chinese PGT students commented that they were not helpful enough 
as insufficient English proficiency hinders the effectiveness of academic writing workshops, 
e.g., students do not have sufficient English grammar and vocabulary to apply what is taught. 
Also, there is a huge gap between writing sections in IELTS and master’s assignments, e.g., 
IELTS only requires English writing around 500 words in total, whereas assignments at 
master’s level are usually around 3,000 to 4,000 words. It is important for universities to 
enhance academic writing workshops by considering the level of English proficiency of 
students and to help them gradually transition to the requirements of a masters. 
 
Interestingly, meeting tight deadlines was reported as another challenge and a big 
recommendation to academic writing in this study, but it seems limited studies exist that have 
included this point. Meeting tight deadlines might be a unique challenge for Chinese 
international students because of relatively weak time management skills, different modes of 
assessment between China and the UK, language barriers and new academic writing 
conventions they need to overcome. In a Chinese educational context, teachers and parents 
manage Chinese students’ study time, e.g., learning subjects and completing homework on 
time; thus, Chinese students lack experience of how to manage their time and follow what is 
required. China and the UK have different modes of assessment, Chinese education typically 
has one final exam at the end of the semester, whereas British education usually has multiple 
forms of assessment throughout the learning process. Thus, Chinese international students are 
used to preparing for assessment near the end of their course, rather than planning in advance. 
Chinese PGT students require extra time to overcome the challenges of meeting language 
barriers and British academic writing conventions after reading materials and understanding 
key topics. Insufficient time management skills can lead to the incompletion of academic 
writing tasks or negatively affect writing quality. In summary, apart from facing language 
barriers and different academic writing conventions, managing time strategically is an integral 
part of the success of academic writing.  
 
Theme 4 Critical Thinking  
Theme 4 presented Chinese PGT students’ understanding of critical thinking and how they 
could develop critical thinking skills. Findings from this study support the literature that 
Chinese PGT students’ experience challenges regarding understanding and applying critical 
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thinking throughout their academic study in the UK (Durkin, 2008; Huang, 2008; Tian & Low, 
2012; Wang & Byram, 2011). Reasons these Chinese students gave for such challenges echo 
previous literature that the Chinese educational context does not emphasise critical thinking 
(Heng, 2018; Li, 2007; Wang, 2018) and they may feel uncomfortable to critique in academic 
settings because they culturally seek harmony and avoid conflict (Durkin, 2008; Tian & Lowe, 
2013).  
 
Similar with results from other studies (Fakunle et al., 2016; Tian & Lowe, 2013), this research 
has shown that Chinese PGT students in the UK gradually develop their critical thinking skills. 
Helpful approaches including critical reading, classroom discussions on reading materials and 
writing assignments (Fakunle et al., 2016) were employed by participants in this study. These 
Chinese PGT students emphasise the process of academic writing is the most effective way for 
them to improve critical thinking skills. Chinese PGT students are required to build a strong 
argument in academic writing by presenting and discussing supporting evidence for their 
argument and weaknesses from others’ opinions. Compared with critical reading and 
discussion, demonstrating a critical perspective in academic writing was the most challenging 
for Chinese PGT students, but they stated that they learned most when they can practise it with 
a higher standard.  
 
Although previous studies have identified Chinese international students lack adequate English 
proficiency to present critical evaluations (Durkin, 2008; Huang, 2008), findings from this 
research indicate that English proficiency may not hinder Chinese PGT students’ expression 
of critical thinking skills in academic writing. This is because English proficiency, critical 
thinking skills and ways to demonstrate critical thinking in academic writing are three different 
skills. As long as students have sufficient critical thinking skills and have learned ways to 
present their ideas critically, their English proficiency will not significantly block their way in 
terms of demonstrating critical thinking in academic writing.  
 
Theme 5 Interaction with Social Connections  
The findings from this study illustrated patterns in Chinese PGT students’ overall social 
connections and provide a deeper understand of social interactions with Chinese and non-
Chinese individuals. Findings from this study are in line with the existing literature that co-
nationals are international students’ primary social network (Bertram et al., 2014; Gu & Maley, 
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2008; McFaul, 2016; Schartner, 2015; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017; Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 
2006). As international students also maintain contact with friends and family in their home 
country (Bilecen, 2012; Schartner, 2015), students in this study have ranked family as the most 
important social connection in their Social Network Diagrams and keep contact with their 
friends and family in China. Chinese PGT students in this research support the literature that 
they experience challenges concerning interaction with non-Chinese students (Busher et al., 
2016; Gu & Maley, 2008; Newsome & Cooper, 2016; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017; Spencer-
Oatey & Xiong, 2006; Young et al., 2013). Factors for such situations in this study are 
consistent with the literature, including insufficient English proficiency (Busher et al., 2016; 
Leong, 2015; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017; Yan & Berliner, 2013), limited chances to interact 
with non-Chinese individuals (Schartner, 2015; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017; Yuan, 2011), 
cultural differences (Schartner, 2015; Yan & Berliner, 2013) and a lack of motivation for social 
integration (Busher et al., 2016; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017).  
 
Apart from the challenge of forming friendships with non-Chinese students, it might also be 
difficult to make friends with Chinese students and arrival time in the UK could play a role for 
such a challenge. Chinese students who took a pre-sessional language course arrived in the UK 
earlier than those who did not. Arrival time depends on the results of IELTS and pre-sessional 
courses provided by the university, which may occur a few weeks or months before the start 
of a master’s programme. Chinese students who took pre-sessional courses built their social 
circle earlier than those who arrived in the UK near the start of their study programme. Later 
arrivals found it challenging to join an established social circle. It is important to be aware that 
there might be a group of Chinese PGT students who face challenges in making friends with 
both Chinese and non-Chinese students. Efforts should be made to improve the forming of 
social networks with students’ own cultural group, while developing multi-cultural friendships 
at the same time.  
 
Theme 6 Influence from Social Connections  
In China and the UK, Chinese PGT students in this study have been influenced academically 
and personally by their social connections. Fellow Chinese students provide academic, 
emotional and practical support for these Chinese PGT students (Wang, 2018; Spencer-Oatey 
et al., 2017; Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006). Non-Chinese students, although limited, have also 
helped Chinese students in this study in terms of academic support and personal growth (Young 
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et al., 2013; Schartner, 2015). Despite time and distance differences between China and the 
UK, Chinese students comment that family in China provide strong financial and emotional 
support and friends in China provide encouragement (Bilecen, 2012; Schartner, 2015). Both 
academic and personal influence was mentioned more frequently in Phase 2 than in Phase 1, 
which perhaps indicates that Chinese students have built a closer and stronger relationship with 
their social connections, and thus been more influenced by them over time.  
 
Although Chinese PGT students in this study mentioned receiving academic support from 
academic staff, such as professors, lecturers, tutors and supervisors — which is consistent with 
the existing literature (e.g., Wang, 2018) — they tended to offer limited and undetailed 
examples and descriptions. These Chinese students echo the literature that Chinese 
international students are more likely to ask for academic support from co-nationals rather than 
host nationals because of language barriers and cultural differences (Li et al., 2018; Wang, 
2018; Zhang, 2016). In addition, British academic culture emphasises independent learning 
and academic staff expect students to study independently, whereas Chinese students, affected 
by teacher-oriented learning culture in China, are waiting for explicit directions from academic 
staff (Wang, 2018). Different expectations between academic staff and Chinese students also 
explains why Chinese PGT students tend to perceive they receive limited academic support 
from academic staff in the UK. This difference of expectation is a valuable point to indicate 
that academic staff and Chinese PGT students should be made aware that there is a transitional 
period for Chinese international students from waiting for detailed guidance from academic 
staff to independently searching and being responsible for their knowledge acquisition while 
studying in the UK.  
 
Theme 7 Psychological Well-being  
Chinese PGT students in this study experienced loneliness and homesickness in the UK and 
provided reflections on coping strategies. Findings from this study support the literature that 
Chinese international students may experience loneliness and homesickness (Gu, 2009; Han et 
al., 2013; Wang, 2018; Zhang & Zhou, 2010). International students experience loneliness and 
homesickness because they feel disconnected from their family and friends in the home country 
due to distance and the time difference, plus they face challenges to form a new social network 
in their host country (Ng et al., 2018; Sawir et al., 2008).  
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Chinese PGT students in this study reported the challenge of forming quality friendships with 
co-nationals as a reason for feeling lonely and homesick. Fellow Chinese students are the 
primary social network for Chinese PGT students and Chinese PGT students generally face 
challenges to make friends with non-Chinese students. However, Chinese international 
students, especially one-year master’s students in the UK, may find it difficult to create 
meaningful and deep friendships with other Chinese students due to intensive study over one 
year. Findings from other studies have shown that international students experience loneliness 
especially at an early stage after arrival in the host country (Barron, Baum, & Conway, 2007; 
Sawir et al., 2008), yet, students in this study reported feeling lonely at a similar high frequency 
in Phase 1 and Phase 2.  
 
Additionally, they provided reflections on their coping strategies. Although some Chinese PGT 
students agreed that co-national social connections could be sometimes helpful to ease the 
feelings of loneliness and homesickness (Bertram et al., 2014; Ng et al., 2018), students 
reported, in this study, that they felt lonely and homesick again shortly after contact with co-
nationals. These feelings may indicate that friendships with fellow Chinese students may not 
be as effective as expected to help them cope with the experience of living and studying abroad. 
These Chinese PGT students proactively utilised other coping strategies, including keeping 
themselves busy, taking reflections and building their inner strength. Therefore, Chinese PGT 
students are suggested to explore a variety of coping strategies, such as contacting family and 
friends in China and developing new hobbies, to ease these feelings of loneliness and 
homesickness, especially when contacting fellow Chinese students is not sufficiently effective.  
 
Theme 8 Transformative Growth  
Chinese PGT students reflected on their overall transitional experience and revealed specific 
examples of independent living skills, social skills and increased maturity. Consistent with the 
literature (Gu, 2009; Gu et al., 2010), Chinese students in this study reported that they had 
improved interpersonal and communication skills as well as their maturity level. Findings from 
this study support the literature that international students have developed personal 
independence (Gill, 2007; Gu, 2009; Gu et al., 2010; Gu & Maley, 2008). Chinese international 
students were born under the One-child Policy in China, and thus grew up with intensive care 
from their families (Gill, 2007; Gu & Maley, 2008). Studying in the UK provides Chinese 
international students a chance to be independent from their friends and families in China for 
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the first time, such as dealing with practical demands including cooking and grocery shopping. 
Thus, Chinese students in this study were proud about developing the abilities to live 
independently. Apart from meeting academic, social, linguistic and psychological challenges, 
learning to taking care of themselves is also an essential lesson for Chinese PGT in the long 
run.  
 
Furthermore, for participants in this study metaphors such as ‘sugar in the water’ and ‘a boiled 
egg’ were proposed to describe and explain their transformative journey. These metaphors 
express that they learned a large number of things through various elements of their experience, 
such as academic study, social connections, English-language skills and coping with their 
psychological well-being. These elements, big or small, from the start or near the end of their 
studies, with Chinese or non-Chinese individuals, illustrate that their overall experience has 
‘melted’, ‘boiled’ and grown into them as a whole.  
 
Theme 9 Transitioning out  
By the time Chinese students are about to finish their postgraduate taught study in the UK, 
Chinese students reported some new understandings on Chinese culture and expressed their 
concerns on future employment. Findings in this study support the literature that Chinese 
international students have learned more about their own Chinese culture and been more 
appreciative of Chinese traditions and values during study abroad (Gu, 2015; Gu et al., 2010; 
Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015). Interestingly, some students in this research answered that they had 
not changed their understandings of Chinese culture. Being immersed in Chinese culture for 
over twenty years cannot be rewritten during one year of master’s study. This may indicate that 
they do not realise that they have changed their perceptions on Chinese culture until their return 
to China. This may also indicate that these Chinese students do not have a sufficient 
understanding of other cultures so that they cannot draw comparisons to understand and 
evaluate their own culture from a different perspective.  
 
Some Chinese students raised concerns about future employment. My findings are consistent 
with previous studies that Chinese students were worried that future employers would prefer 
recruiting male applicants over female ones due to negative influences of gender on their career 
progress (Huang, 2013). In this study, when these students were about to finish their master’s, 
they reported that they had insufficient time to search for potential job positions and prepare 
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for job applications due to the pressures of academic study and different recruitment periods 
between the UK and China. Since the majority of Chinese international students in the UK 
choose to work in China, they also expected to have job advisors who are familiar with the 
Chinese job market to provide practical suggestions. 
 
However, the existing literature tends to focus on the initial and middle phases of international 
students’ sojourns, but few studies explore student transition from university to work 
(Popadiuk & Arthur, 2014) and how international students understand and manage their 
employability (Tomlinson, 2007). Despite this, it is worth noting that Chinese international 
students also have a role to play in developing their own employability skills. It is important to 
understand Chinese international students’ voices on their future career and then provide 
practical support to enhance their employability and support their transition from university to 
work.  
 
Synthesis  
Importantly, findings in this research indicate that the themes above are closely interconnected. 
Chinese PGT students’ motivations to study in the UK — including the desire to broaden 
horizons, enhance employment prospects and improve English proficiency — has implications 
for the overall experience of Chinese international PGT students. English proficiency, 
academic, social and psychological aspects of experience intertwine with each other. 
Insufficient English proficiency affects Chinese students’ academic performance, such as the 
difficulty to understand lectures and participate in group discussion, and social interaction with 
non-Chinese individuals, such as understanding accents and expressing ideas, which could lead 
to a negative impact on Chinese students’ psychological experience, such as stress, anxiety and 
depression. Moreover, academic experience in the UK is connected with critical thinking and 
social connection influence. Many Chinese students found demonstrating critical evaluations 
in academic writing challenging, and fellow Chinese students could provide academic support 
in this instance. Additionally, this research suggests that there is a link between Chinese 
students’ interpersonal interactions and their psychological well-being. Chinese students 
experienced loneliness and homesickness, and their social connections in the UK and China 
helped ease those feelings. All the experiences above supported Chinese PGT students’ 
transformative growth, such as independent living skills, social skills and increased maturity 
during transition. Chinese students provided reflections on their overall experience leading to 
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the final transitioning out stage, where Chinese students expressed their transformed 
understanding of Chinese culture and raised concerns about future employment.   
 
Altogether, findings from this research provide a bigger picture to observe that Chinese PGT 
students’ experience in the UK is complex, diverse and dynamic. The interconnected 
components of experience indicate the complexity of Chinese students’ experience because if 
one element of students’ experience is challenging, the other aspects of their experience may 
become affected. The experience is also diverse because students have divergent experiences, 
e.g., some students make British friends while others do not. Additionally, Chinese students 
focus on new experiences, such as new academic culture, when they arrive in the UK and pay 
more attention to transformative growth and transitioning out near the end of their study 
programme, which shows the dynamic aspect of the experience of Chinese PGT students in the 
UK.  
 
5.3 Theoretical Contributions  
This section will discuss two main theoretical contributions. The first research question will be 
interpreted theoretically through the lens of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943, 
1954). The second research question will be discussed through the perspective of The 
Functional Model of Friendship Networks (FMFN) (Bochner et al., 1977). After summarising 
and reflecting upon my findings during analysis, I revisited the theories of this study. Initially, 
I considered mindset theory as a theoretical framework, but it did not reveal any sufficient 
connections with findings from this research. It was hard to identify whether participants have 
more of a growth mindset or a fixed mindset, which made it challenging to make conclusions 
with mindset theory. 
 
5.3.1 Theoretical Contributions to Research Question 1 
This section will discuss theoretical contributions for research question 1. Research question 1 
is that how Chinese PGT students adapt to a new academic and social culture during the 
transition in the UK. The answer to the above question will be illustrated by a new model 
(Model 1) adapted from Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943, 1954) according to results 
obtained from this research.  
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As seen in the literature review chapter, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a motivational theory 
in psychology. Maslow proposed that human actions are motivated to achieve certain needs. 
Maslow argued that individuals will meet lower levels of needs before progressing to higher 
level of needs, although with some individual differences. The most accepted version of 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (see Figure 2-1) includes five motivational needs: physiological 
needs, safety needs, love and belonging needs, esteem needs and self-actualisation needs 
(Maslow, 2014).  
 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs seemed to be a suitable framework in this study because it fits 
the context that Chinese international students confront different needs to enhance the quality 
of their experience. This research provides an innovative contribution by applying Maslow’s 
Hierarchy of Needs in the field of international student experience, to potentially offer new and 
interesting insights to understand Chinese PGT students’ experience. Model 1 has been adapted 
from Maslow’s model and developed based on findings from this research. In creating a new 
model, I fashioned its structure and assumptions from Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs that 
human motivations exist in different levels in a pyramid and individuals meet lower levels of 
needs before progressing to higher levels of needs — although with individual differences. The 
process of developing the new model occurred in four stages. 
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Figure 5-1 The Development of Model 1-Stage 1  
 
Stage 1 (Figure 5-1 above) 
Theme 1 “Motivations and Expectations to study in the UK” occurs prior to students’ 
educational experience. These are the “seeds” which motivate Chinese students to apply to 
PGT programmes in the UK. Without motivations and expectations, Chinese students would 
not prepare to study in the UK. Motivations and expectations may have an influence on their 
transitional experience. For example, Chinese students with ‘new horizons’ as an important 
motivation would be more willing to make new friends and participate in events. Theme 9 
“Transitioning out” is regarded as the educational outcome and looking ahead post-PGT studies. 
Chinese students in this study reported they broadened their horizons from seeing a new world, 
learning a different way of thinking, being involved in a diverse environment and expressed 
their concerns regarding job applications after finishing their studies in the UK. Therefore, 
Theme 1 “Motivations and Expectations to study in the UK” and Theme 9 “Transitioning out” 
are not included in the pyramid above because they are not part of the process of students’ 
actual transitional experience, but a process of reflecting on previous motivations and 
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expectations before and discussing about the future after their journey. Theme 1 with an arrow 
at the bottom and Theme 9 with an arrow at the top of the pyramid shows these two themes 
exist before and after students’ transitional experience, and also emphasise the longitudinal 
aspects of student experience captured by this research.  
 
 
Figure 5-2 The Development of Model 1-Stage 2 
 
Stage 2 (Figure 5-2 above) 
Apart from two themes labelling the two arrows above, the other seven superordinate themes 
that emerged from the data are situated within in the pyramid. Chinese international students 
may meet various needs in a similar time sequence while studying in the UK, also comparable 
with different levels of needs in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs pyramid (Maslow, 2014; 
Maslow & Frager, 1987). In the pyramid of the new model, the sequence of these levels of 
needs follow the sequence of the findings from this study; when themes are in the lower levels 
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students talk about them more frequently in Phase 1, and themes are in the higher levels when 
students talk about them more frequently in Phase 2.  
 
Theme 2 “English Proficiency” is at the same level of physiological needs in Maslow’s model, 
because physiological needs are usually taken as the starting point for motivation theory and 
the most prepotent of all needs (Maslow, 2014). At arrival, Chinese PGT students hunger the 
most for food, water, shelter, etc., and English proficiency is required to meet these basic needs, 
since they are living in an English-speaking environment. Theme 3 “Academic Experience in 
the UK” and Theme 4 “Critical Thinking” are at the safety needs level. Safety needs include 
security, stability, protection, freedom from fear, anxiety and chaos (Maslow & Frager, 1987; 
Maslow, 2014). However, as academic achievement is the primary goal for Chinese students 
to study in the UK, academic experience is of great importance for Chinese international 
students (Yan & Berliner, 2011). Due to differences between British and Chinese academic 
culture, Chinese students may feel lost and insecure while studying in the UK, experiencing 
safety needs to adapt to British academic culture. For instance, Chinese PGT students in this 
study lost their sense of security when facing academic challenges including academic writing, 
self-directed learning and interdependent learning. Academic writing is a big challenge for 
Chinese international students in this study, of which presenting critical arguments is one of 
the most difficult aspects. Therefore, given the significance of academic performance, adapting 
to the new academic culture is an important aspect of Chinese PGT students’ experience and 
would bring them a significant sense of security.  
 
Theme 5 “Interaction with Social Connections”, Theme 6 “Influence from Social Connections” 
as well as Theme 7 “Psychological Well-being” are at the level of love and belonging needs. 
Having satisfied safety needs from “Academic Experience in the UK” and “Critical Thinking”, 
meaningful interpersonal connections with others then emerged as the needs for Chinese PGT 
students while studying in the UK. Due to the significance of academic study for them, Chinese 
students may focus on academic study when they first arrive to commence their programme. 
Chinese students at this stage have become more familiar with British academic culture and 
tend to change their focus to meeting social connection needs. The findings of this research 
suggest that Chinese international students had social interactions with Chinese students and 
non-Chinese students as well as non-students, and received academic and personal support 
from these social connections. Love needs include giving and receiving love (Maslow & Frager, 
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1987). Fellow Chinese students are the primary social network for Chinese international 
students in this study, which indicated the needs for giving and receiving love and 
belongingness by the Chinese student group who share the same language, culture and the 
experience of studying in the UK. Chinese international students also expect social 
acceptability from non-Chinese students and belongingness from the host environment. 
Belongingness needs could come from individuals who are not with their family and friends or 
newcomers (Maslow & Frager, 1987), including participants in this research. Chinese 
international students in this study also maintained contact with their family and friends at 
home, which provided social connectedness and emotional support. “Psychological Well-
being”, i.e., loneliness and homesickness, is also at the level of social and belonging needs 
because it is closely related to social relationships. Findings in this study support the literature 
that social connections, such as a co-national network, could help international students combat 
homesickness and loneliness (Bertram et al., 2014; Brown, 2009b; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). 
Loneliness and homesickness is usually an outcome of limited social connections and 
ineffective social influence, which still refers to students’ need for love and a sense of 
belonging.  
 
Theme 8 “Transformative Growth” is situated at the top of the pyramid which is consistent 
with self-actualisation needs in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Self-actualisation needs are 
defined as “people’s desire for self-fulfilment, namely, the tendency for them to become 
actualized in what they are potentially” (Maslow, 2014, p. 225). In this study, it can be argued 
that developing independent living skills is a primary example of Chinese international students’ 
transformative growth. Chinese students are likely to grow up in an environment with extra 
care and love from family due to the One-child Policy in China (Gu & Maley, 2008). For 
instance, Bella, a participant in this study, explained that she never cooked or did laundry by 
herself in China, but in the UK, she needs to buy food, cook, wash laundry and clean her room 
by herself. The process of learning how to take care of herself independently indicate the 
transformative process to unlock her potential in independent living skills. 
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Figure 5-3 The Development of Model 1-Stage 3  
 
Stage 3 (Figure 5-3)  
Theme 2 “English Proficiency” and Theme 6 “Influence from Social Connections” are 
highlighted and placed out with the pyramid above because these two themes could exert an 
influential impact on other elements of Chinese PGT students’ transitional experience in the 
UK. The theme of “English Proficiency” is comprised of language barriers Chinese students 
experience and reflections on their improved or unimproved English-language skills. The 
theme of “Influence from Social Connections” includes academic and personal influences from 
Chinese students’ social connections in China and the UK. More specifically, English 
proficiency has greatly affected Chinese PGT students’ academic performance, such as the 
challenge of understanding lectures and participating in group discussions. Fellow Chinese 
students provide effective academic support due to sharing the same language, culture and their 
experience of studying in the UK. Critical thinking is a challenging aspect of academic writing. 
The findings of this study indicate that strong critical thinking skills and learning how to 
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present critical thinking enables students to overcome the challenge of demonstrating critical 
thinking in academic writing. While insufficient English proficiency may not be the most 
important factor of students’ experience, participants reported proficiency hindered their ability 
to present critical evaluations. Discussing questions with peers and academic staff helped them 
to understand ways of thinking and writing critically for academic assignments. 
 
Moreover, maintaining good relationships with fellow Chinese students in the UK and friends 
and families in China would improve the quality of social connections and positively affect 
these students’ psychological well-being. In contrast, Chinese PGT students reported that 
making friends with non-Chinese students was challenging, which led to feelings of loneliness 
and homesickness. Language barriers are one of the most cited reasons for this challenge. 
Although English proficiency may not directly cause loneliness and homesickness, it 
significantly affects relationships with non-Chinese students, which leads to psychological 
issues. Furthermore, English proficiency and social connections could facilitate Chinese 
students’ transformative growth as a good command of English aids Chinese students to be 
more independent, such as buying groceries, travelling, and communicating with English 
speakers. Making more friends in a diverse environment could help to improve social and 
communication skills as well as developing confidences and an outgoing personality. Therefore, 
both English proficiency and social connections are underlying factors intertwining with all 
other aspects of Chinese students’ journey. Therefore, English proficiency and social 
connections are placed on the left and right sides of the pyramid, while the circle around the 
pyramid is used to emphasise their crucial influence on other elements of students’ experiences. 
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Figure 5-4 The Development of Model 1-Stage 4 
 
Stage 4 (Figure 5-4) 
At this point, Theme 4 “Critical Thinking” is placed at a higher level than Theme 3 “Academic 
Experience in the UK” because Chinese students seek a higher degree of safety needs from 
critical thinking skills. Having become familiar with general British academic culture, such as 
seminars and group discussions, Chinese students progress to focusing on their critical 
evaluation skills, such as building a strong argument by comparing and contrasting different 
views. As critical thinking is a core academic requirement in the UK, Chinese students may 
feel insecure whether they fail academic assessments, such as exams and essays; thus leading 
to safety needs to deepen their understanding and apply critical thinking to their learning 
process. Chinese international students may experience confusion in understanding critical 
thinking as a concept, may have insufficient English-language skills to show critical thoughts, 
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may have had limited opportunities to apply critical thinking in previous learning experiences 
in China, and may also feel uncomfortable critiquing other’s ideas. All these reasons create a 
challenge for students to apply critical thinking in British academic culture, which may increase 
Chinese PGT students’ desire for safety needs. 
 
“Psychological Well-being” is positioned at a higher level than “Interaction with Social 
Connections” because Chinese PGT students in this study reported that they still ask for love 
and belonging needs, although they have interactions with social connections. Social 
connections could help with loneliness and homesickness sometimes, but some participants 
reported experiencing homesickness and loneliness after social contact, and seeking a higher 
level of love and belongingness needs. Fellow Chinese students are Chinese PGT students’ 
primary social network for this study; however, due to the short duration of studying in the UK, 
the closeness of their friendship may not be sufficient to meet their needs. Chinese international 
students experienced challenges to gain love and belongingness from non-Chinese students, 
with reasons given including insufficient English proficiency, lack of interaction opportunity, 
cultural differences and a lack of willingness to interact. Although modern technologies 
provide convenient tools to communicate with family and friends in China, participants 
reported missing the family atmosphere, such as cooking and spending traditional Chinese 
festivals and birthdays together. Therefore, Chinese PGT students seek a higher level of love 
and belongingness to cope with loneliness and homesickness.  
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Figure 5-5 The Model of Chinese Students’ Transitional Experience at One-Year 
Postgraduate Taught Programmes in the UK (Model 1) 
 
Stage 5 (The final version) (Figure 5-5) 
After some minor changes, the final version has been developed and proposed above (see 
Figure 5-5). To achieve better clarity and conciseness, I made minor changes on the names of 
themes, including altering “Academic Experience in the UK” to “A Different Approach to 
Academic Learning”, and “Interaction with Social Connections” to “Social Interactions”, as 
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well as “Influence from Social Connections” to “Social Connections”, and “Psychological 
Well-being” to “Loneliness and Homesickness”. According to the context of this research, 
Model 1 has been named “Chinese students’ transitional experience at one-year postgraduate 
taught programmes in the UK”. The circle around the pyramid emphasises the interconnections 
between all those themes.  
 
Overall, Chinese PGT students, with their motivations and expectations, first encountered the 
need to adapt to British academic learning, then to learn critical thinking to gain academic 
achievement. Having met their needs for academic concerns, Chinese students then desired a 
social life, such as social connections formed with classmates and roommates in the UK and 
friends and family in China. However, Chinese students may still experience loneliness and 
homesickness even after satisfying their academic and social needs as a result of limited social 
support from connections in the UK and their distance from connections in China. With 
everything Chinese students experienced, they developed transformative growth, to unlock 
their potential to be more independent, skilful and mature. Furthermore, a one-year master’s in 
the UK is short and in Phase 2 when Chinese students were about to leave, they expressed 
concerns about future employment, and noticed some changes in their understandings of 
Chinese culture and reflected on their overall experience in the UK.  
 
Compared with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs model, Model 1 proposes three main theoretical 
contributions based on the model’s three parts. First, the longitudinal aspect of this research 
allows this model to present a complete journey of Chinese student experience of a PGT 
programme in the UK. Motivations and expectations to study in the UK is prior to the 
experience, the pyramid in the middle shows the process of transitional experience and 
transitioning out is in the end of the journey. It would be helpful to have a better understanding 
of Chinese PGT students’ experience by looking at other stages of the experience from the 
complete picture provided in this model. Second, the pyramid in the middle of the model 
indicates different needs Chinese PGT students face, and they generally follow the sequence 
laid out, by satisfying lower levels of needs before progressing to higher levels of needs. The 
sequence in which different levels of needs are met could be informative about what Chinese 
students may be concerned with first and subsequently. Third, the new model proposes two 
influential factors for Chinese students’ journey in the UK: English proficiency and social 
influences. These exert an essential influence on other aspects of Chinese international students’ 
   187 
 
 
experience in the UK, which helps to observe the importance of these two factors and make 
suggestions to universities to make the most use of them to provide support to Chinese PGT 
students.  
 
However, there are some limitations in the new model. Similar to exceptions in Maslow’s 
Hierarchy of Needs, individuals may not follow the order of hierarchy consistently (Maslow & 
Frager, 1987; Maslow, 2014). Some people may need to improve their self-esteem more than 
love, decrease the desire for a need that has been satisfied for a long time or some needs may 
diminish (Maslow, 2014; Maslow & Frager, 1987). For example, some Chinese PGT students 
in this study may desire friends before academic achievement or want to meet the needs for 
academic study and social life at the same time. Furthermore, English proficiency and social 
influences may not be vital factors for each of the needs outlined in the pyramid. For instance, 
Chinese PGT students argue that English proficiency is not a decisive factor for communication 
with non-Chinese individuals as long as they can express themselves (Spencer-Oatey et al., 
2017). Various changes could also occur in a model from different contexts as one model 
cannot capture every condition. Thus, model 1 presents the most common and general picture 
for Chinese PGT students’ transitional experience in the UK within the context of this research. 
Model 1 offers a theoretical contribution towards a better understanding of Chinese PGT 
students’ experience in the UK. This can, therefore, be used as a model for educators, support 
teams and Chinese international students themselves to understand the journey from different 
needs and factors informing their entire international education journey from beginning to end.   
 
5.3.2 Theoretical Contributions to Research Question 2 
This section will discuss the theoretical contributions for research question 2 with regard to 
The Functional Model of Friendship Networks (FMFN). Research question 2 asks how Chinese 
international PGT students’ social connections influence their transitional experience in the 
UK. The answer to the question will be presented by a new model that has adapted from the 
FMFN based on results from this study.  
 
As mentioned in the literature review, the FMFN shows that sojourners tend to belong to three 
social networks (see Table 5-1 below). The model proposes co-nationals as the primary 
network, host nationals as the secondary network and multi-cultural nationals as the tertiary 
network for international students in general (Bochner et al., 1977). Given the context of this 
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research, the original FMFN predicts that Chinese international students should tend to have 
other Chinese international students as their primary network, with the main functions of this 
network providing close friendships and a sharing of Chinese culture. British people, such as 
British lecturers and tutors, tend to be Chinese international students’ secondary network, with 
its main function being academic support. Multi-cultural nationals such as other international 
students appear to be the tertiary network for Chinese international students, functioning as a 
source of recreational activities. 
 
Table 5-1 The Functional Model of Friendship Networks (Bochner et al., 1997)  
Network Members Typical Function  
Primary network:  
Co-nationals 
Other sojourning 
compatriots, i.e., friends 
from their own country  
Close friendship; express 
the culture of origin 
Secondary network: 
Host nationals 
Host nationals, including 
academics, officials 
Instrumental; facilitate 
academic and professional 
aspirations  
Tertiary network: 
Multi-cultural nationals  
Multi-nationals visiting 
from other countries, i.e., 
other international students 
For recreational activities 
 
 
 
Interview data and Social Network Diagrams collected from the Chinese PGT students in this 
study have been used to create a new network model (see Table 5-2 below) (Model 2) to 
demonstrate the categories and functions of their social connections. Chinese PGT students 
present some similarities and differences in comparison with the FMFN which I will illustrate 
network by network.  
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Table 5-2 The Model of Chinese PGT students’ Social Connections in the UK (Model 
2) 
Improvements to the FMFN are in blue 
Network  Members  Function(s) (benefits) Function(s) (limitations) 
Co-nationals 
(in the UK) 
 
Other Chinese 
international 
students  
e.g., Chinese 
classmates, 
Chinese 
roommates 
 
Close friendships; 
express/rehearse their 
culture of origin; 
facilitate academic and 
professional aspiration; 
recreational activities; 
emotional support 
Hinder the chance to 
improve English 
proficiency; hinder the 
chance to learn about other 
cultures  
Non-Chinese  
(in the UK) 
Host nationals 
and other 
internationals. 
e.g., host 
students, other 
international 
students, 
lecturers, tutors  
Academic  
Entertainment  
Language  
Culture  
Difficult for many to have 
a close or authentic 
friendship with non-
Chinese; may lose some 
Chinese friends  
Participants  
(in the UK) 
Participants in 
this study, 
Chinese students 
themselves 
Self-reflection; learn 
how to spend time with 
yourself 
Stay in comfort zone; 
increase isolation and 
loneliness 
Family  
(In China) 
 
Parents, other 
family members 
Financial support; 
emotional support 
Limited to provide direct 
and practical support; 
limited to provide 
academic support  
Friends  
(in China) 
 
e.g., previous 
classmates, close 
friends  
Emotional support; 
Career support  
Difficult to provide 
practical life support 
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As we can see, in terms of their co-national network in the UK, the findings from Chinese 
students in this study are consistent with the FMFN and relevant literature that suggests that a 
co-national network is their primary network (e.g., Furnham & Alibhai, 1985; Maundeni, 2001; 
Neri & Ville, 2008). Furthermore, my participants reported that fellow Chinese students 
provide great academic, social and emotional support (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017; Spencer-
Oatey & Xiong, 2006). Yet, despite many advantages of contact with co-nationals, having 
many close co-national friends may hinder their chances to improve their English proficiency 
and learn about different cultures (e.g., Brown, 2009b; Gu & Maley, 2008; Maundeni, 2001; 
Schartner, 2015). 
 
While most of previous studies tend to categorise host nationals and other internationals 
separately (e.g., Bochner et al., 1977; Furnham & Alibhai, 1985; Schartner, 2015), the Chinese 
students in this study used the word “non-Chinese” to combine their interaction and influence 
from host nationals and other internationals (Spencer, 2006). A high density of Chinese 
students on campus and a limited number of host nationals may be a reason for this association. 
About one third of students on campus are international students. Chinese international 
students represent the largest group, which may be an additional reason why Chinese students 
tend to see themselves as a large group and the rest of other international students as another. 
Also, as reported, Chinese students come into contact with few host students in class and 
student accommodation; consequently, Chinese students categorise host students and other 
internationals within the same group. Findings from this study echo previous ones that Chinese 
students experience difficulties in social interaction with host nationals and other internationals 
(e.g., Busher et al., 2016; Gu & Maley, 2008; Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017; Spencer-Oatey & 
Xiong, 2006; Wright & Schartner, 2013). It is also consistent that Chinese students experience 
a tension between simultanously developing a non-Chinese network and a Chinese network 
(Wright & Schartner, 2013). Apart from the FMFN (Bochner et al., 1977), host nationals 
provide Chinese PGT students with academic support and other nationals provide recreational 
support. Chinese students from this study also mentioned they could learn languages, e.g., 
English and Spanish, and culture, e.g., British culture and general Western culture, from a non-
Chinese network.  
 
Based on the findings of this research, I propose adding Chinese students’ social connections 
in their home country as additional networks to the FMFN. Apart from social connections in 
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the UK, family and friends in China play a significant role in Chinese PGT students’ experience 
in the UK. In both phases, these Chinese students reported their families being the most 
important network for them because they provide strong emotional support. Due to the 
development of technology, communicating with family and friends back home has become 
easier. Compared with letters and phone calls in the old days, WeChat, for instance, is a 
convenient way to connect through video calls and send messages and photographs at any time. 
As Chinese students are mostly self-funded, families usually provide financial support as well 
as emotional support. As a result, despite the benefits of family and friends in China, they may 
also place Chinese students under more pressure due to high expectations and cannot offer in-
time and practical support for Chinese students’ daily life in the UK due to the time difference 
between the UK and China. Contact with and the important role of family and friends in 
Chinese international students’ home country have been identified in empirical studies (e.g., 
Bilecen, 2012; Schartner, 2015), but has not previously been included in the FMFN.  
 
I also propose the addition of Chinese students themselves as a new social connection. Chinese 
students reported that they spent a large amount of time with themselves in the UK and labelled 
themselves as a network. International students may experience loneliness and homesickness 
(Smith & Khawaja, 2011). However, some participants in this study reported that they chose 
to regard spending time with themselves as a reflective opportunity to learn how to spend time 
with themselves, often by undertaking what they considered to be meaningful activities such 
as traveling. Although Chinese students could use the advantage of spending time with 
themselves, they may feel tempted to stay in their comfort zone and increase isolation and 
feelings of loneliness. Previous literature does not capture and address Chinese international 
students as a social connection, and thus future research could consider investigating this 
subject.  
 
Overall, Model 2 proposes four important changes based on additional findings that emerged 
in the current study. First, the model indicates that Chinese students in this study prefer 
grouping host nationals and other nationals together as ‘non-Chinese’ social connections. 
Second, the model suggests additional functions from the contact with co-nationals and non-
Chinese. Third, three new social connections are added to the model: Family and Friends in 
the home country and the Chinese students themselves. Fourth, the model includes limitations 
for each social connection. Model 2 helps us to understand Chinese PGT students’ current 
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social connections by updating their functions and providing a more complete picture through 
the incorporation of new forms of social connections and the limitations of each social 
connection. 
 
Despite the above contributions, reflecting upon Model 2 some limitations become apparent 
that can be addressed in future research. Although fellow Chinese students are the primary 
network for Chinese international students and family is ranked as their most important social 
connection, Model 2 does not include rankings for other networks because it was not explored 
in the current study. For instance, when Chinese students mention friends as a network these 
friends could be Chinese friends in the UK, Chinese friends in China or non-Chinese friends 
in the UK. Another limitation is that Model 2 does not include changes in social connections 
over the year. As mentioned in Theme 5 in the findings chapter, there are tables that presented 
changes of social connection — such as who Chinese students interacted with, whether those 
social connections were Chinese or non-Chinese, whether they were in China or in the UK — 
seemed not to fit Model 2. For example, Chinese students in this research tend to have more 
social connections with people in the UK than in China, which hardly shows which social 
connections in the UK to fit Model 2. Additionally, Model 2 may be contextualised, and future 
research is encouraged to see other variations of Model 2 such as for the context of a smaller 
population of Chinese international students on campus. Model 2, however, still has its merits 
for educators, support teams and Chinese international students themselves to predict and 
understand how Chinese students’ social connections could influence their transitional 
experience in the UK and provide better support for Chinese students.  
 
Furthermore, Model 2 (Table 5-2) in the UK supports and helps us to understand Model 1 
(Figure 5-5). The research findings represented by Model 2 indicate that interacting with co-
nationals may hinder students’ opportunities to improve English and learn about other cultures, 
which is consistent with Model 1 that social connections may exert an influence on 
transformative growth; for example, spending a long time with fellow Chinese students may 
hinder students’ chance to receive language and culture transformation. Findings from Model 
2 also highlight that Chinese students find it challenging to make friends with non-Chinese 
individuals and may even lose co-nationals friends by interacting with non-Chinese individuals. 
This finding allows us to comprehend Model 1 in more detail; that despite the benefits of 
interacting with non-Chinese social connections, Chinese students cannot reduce their feelings 
   193 
 
 
of loneliness and homesickness through social interactions with non-Chinese connections in 
the UK. It is an interesting additional finding from Model 2 that a few Chinese students see 
themselves as a network. It further supports Model 1 that participants themselves, as a social 
network, could help improve their transformative growth when they learn how to spend time 
with themselves and self-reflect, but may also increase isolation if not in a suitable approach. 
Family and friends in China are also included in Model 2 providing financial and emotional 
support but limited practical or academic support. Keeping in contact with family and friends 
in China in Model 2 supports Model 1 that social connections could help Chinese PGT students 
to overcome loneliness and homesickness and being away from family and friends in China. It 
could also improve their transformative growth such as independent living skills.  
 
5.4 Practical Implications  
As illustrated earlier, Chinese PGT students may encounter various challenges such as 
language barriers, difficulties in forming social connections with non-Chinese peers, needing 
to adapt to British academic culture, and loneliness and homesickness. This longitudinal study 
indicates that Chinese PGT students may keep experiencing the same challenges over time. 
Particularly when their study programmes in the UK are only for one year. According to the 
new model adapted from Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (see Figure 5-5), Chinese PGT students 
need to meet different levels of needs. Two important factors related to these needs (English 
proficiency and social connections) could influence other aspects of their experience, and two 
other elements show a complete picture from the start to the end of their journey in the UK. 
Based on the new model adapted from the FMFN (see Table 5-2), Chinese PGT students form 
various connections in China and the UK, with benefits and limitations. Findings from this 
research and two new proposed models could provide valuable implications for HE institutions, 
academic staff and Chinese PGT students themselves.  
 
For Higher Education Institutions  
HE institutions should consider providing one-on-one language support services, training for 
academic staff, and encouraging intercultural experience and introducing cultural networking 
sites. Findings from this study indicate that improving English proficiency is one of the main 
motivations and expectations for Chinese PGT students to choose to study in the UK, and thus 
English proficiency is a vital factor for other elements of students’ experience. Chinese students 
in this study reported they benefited from a language partner programme that enables them the 
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opportunity to practice English with a native-English speaker. However, some Chinese 
students reported that they applied for language partners but received no reply, and therefore 
institutions should be aware of this and possibly increase this resource to ensure Chinese 
students have more opportunities to practice their English skills. Moreover, as Chinese PGT 
students may experience on-going academic challenges, it is suggested that institutions offer 
training for lecturers. Lecturers in the UK may not be aware of differences between British 
academic culture and Chinese academic culture. For instance, lecturers may not notice that 
Chinese students find it difficult to follow lecturers’ accents, to join group discussion with non-
Chinese students, and to think critically on a given topic. Training could include an open 
attitude to welcome students from different cultures, the awareness of the features of different 
academic cultures as well as effective approaches to help Chinese international students adapt 
to British academic culture. In addition, Chinese students in this study reported they have 
limited opportunity to interact with non-Chinese individuals and some showed unwillingness 
towards such interactions. Institutions should organise events to increase interaction 
opportunities and, more importantly, to market what benefits international students can gain 
from interactions with non-Chinese students and what benefits home students can receive from 
interactions with Chinese students. Furthermore, cultural networking sites could be helpful to 
cope with loneliness and homesickness by creating the opportunity to meet others. It can be 
helpful for Chinese students to form friendships with Chinese students outside of their majors 
and colleges. Chinese students who feel lonely and homesick can choose to chat with other 
Chinese students online or meet in person for social activities.  
 
For Academic Staff 
Practical implications for academic staff could address Chinese PGT students’ linguistic, 
academic and social challenges. As Chinese students reported that they felt it was challenging 
to follow if lecturers speak too fast, academic staff could talk about important points at a more 
even pace and type keywords in PowerPoint for reference. Lecturers could also provide in-
time, specific feedback for students. The one-year study programme is condensed and Chinese 
PGT students usually only receive feedback after their final assessment. Due to different 
academic cultures between China and the UK, Chinese students may also not fully understand 
received feedback. It would be helpful if lecturers provided feedback during the learning 
process with specific explanations and examples. This feedback style would be beneficial for 
Chinese students to be aware of problems at an early stage, to reflect and learn during the 
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learning process and to achieve a better academic outcome. Furthermore, As Chinese PGT 
students in this study reported that they lacked interaction with non-Chinese students, lecturers 
should emphasise the importance and benefits of students from different cultures forming 
groups during in group discussions, group presentations and group assignments, and thus 
encourage intercultural communications.  
 
For Chinese PGT Students  
I argue that Chinese PGT students themselves play the most crucial role in their transitional 
experience in the UK. Students who have a positive and proactive attitude when facing 
challenges tend to overcome such challenges more quickly and experience more satisfaction 
while studying in the UK than those who do not. For example, Chinese students who 
proactively seek a native-English language partner to practice English seem to improve English 
language ability quickly. Another example, Chinese students who appreciate and learn from 
assessment feedback tend to grasp academic requirements in a short time and achieve good 
academic performance. Studying in the UK they may encounter a wide range of expected and 
unexpected challenges. Contacting HE institutions and academic staff or department mentors 
could be useful for Chinese students to cope with any challenges, but, more importantly, it is 
the responsibility of these Chinese students themselves to take a positive and proactive attitude 
to face difficulties and enjoy their educational journey in the UK.  
 
5.5 Contributions of the Research 
This section will highlight contributions from this research in terms of theoretical, 
methodological and empirical aspects.  
 
Theoretical Contributions  
The proposed Model of Chinese Students’ Transitional Experience at One-Year Postgraduate 
Taught Programmes in the UK (Model 1) and the Model of Chinese Postgraduate Taught 
Students’ Social Connections in the UK (Model 2) have made important contributions towards 
the future understanding of Chinese PGT students’ transitional experience in the UK. Model 1 
is designed to understand Chinese international student experience. Traditional acculturation 
models and theories tend to propose a general pattern of acculturation, such as Lysgaard’s U-
Curve model (1955) that suggests honeymoon, crisis, recovery and adjustment stages and 
Oberg’s culture shock model (1960) that proposes honeymoon, rejection, beginning resolution 
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and acculturation stages. Neither of those two models were specifically designed to focus on 
the acculturation experience of international students (Smith & Khawaja, 2011). In contrast, 
Model 1 proposed in this study aimed to explain Chinese PGT students’ transitional experience 
in the UK and indicate specific needs among various elements of their experience, such as 
critical thinking and loneliness and homesickness. Therefore, this new model specialises in the 
cohort of Chinese PGT student experience in the UK, which facilitates the understanding of 
their experience.  
 
Model 1 has provided a comprehensive theoretical formulation to understand Chinese PGT 
students’ experience in the UK. Previous literature has explored different aspects of Chinese 
international students’ experience, such as academic experience (e.g., Heng, 2018; Wang, 
2018), social experience (e.g., Cao et al., 2017; Spencer-Oatey et al, 2017), linguistic 
experience (e.g., Liu, 2013; Zhang & Mi, 2010) and psychological experience (e.g., Han et al., 
2013; Chen et al., 2015). This model draws these fragmented elements together to offer a 
comprehensive theoretical framework. Moreover, Model 1 has also included elements from 
prior to near the end of international education experience by including students’ motivations 
and expectations to study in the UK and transitioning out. This model has also highlighted 
English proficiency and social connections as key factors influencing other elements of their 
experience. In summary, this model has comprehensively covered different dimensions of their 
experience, elements before and after their experience and key influential factors.  
 
This model also captures the longitudinal and dynamic features of Chinese PGT students’ 
experience in the UK. Among different elements of the experience, Model 1 has extended the 
understanding that Chinese PGT students in the UK tend to focus on elements in a time and 
importance sequence. The sequence in which different levels of needs are met could signpost 
what Chinese students are concerned with first and subsequently. Although this is a pattern that 
Chinese PGT students generally follow, there are also exceptions, such as some students may 
need friends before completing academic tasks. Therefore, this interactive and dynamic model 
observes how the experience of Chinese PGT students adapts over time.  
 
The journey of Chinese PGT students in the UK can be very complex, yet Model 1 has provided 
a robust framework to clarify these complexities in the context of a study sojourn. The 
experience of students from other cultures or in different study destinations may differ from 
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Chinese PGT students in the UK. However, this model could also be of value to the wider 
international student community as it considers the sequence of importance of various elements 
of their experience. Altogether, Model 1 is longitudinal, dynamic and comprehensive.  
 
Furthermore, this research has updated the FMFN to indicate Chinese PGT students’ social 
experience in the UK (Model 2). There seem very few recent studies that investigate the FMFN 
from a qualitative perspective or in a UK HE context (Schartner, 2015). Schartner’s (2015) 
study filled this gap by providing an updated version of the typology and functions of social 
networks. In Schartner’s study, students are on a master’s programme, but from various 
countries of origin with few Chinese students included in the sample population. International 
students with different cultural backgrounds may have a different social network pattern, not 
to mention that a large number of Chinese international students who study on master’s 
programmes in the UK. This study has not only taken a qualitative methodology, but also 
focused on Chinese PGT students in the UK to provide a more accurate social connection 
pattern specifically for Chinese PGT students in the UK. 
 
Compared with the original FMFN (Bochner et al., 1977) and Schartner’s model, a model 
developed from a current study, the updated model from this study (Model 2) has provided a 
more complete picture by adding valuable insights such as new social connections and the 
limitations of each social connection. Neither the original model or Scharner’s model 
considered social connections from students’ home countries, whereas Model 2 in this research 
included social connections from both the host country (the UK) and the home country (China). 
It is also a novel approach to add students themselves into the model as a social connection. As 
reported, students in this study tend to spend plenty of time with themselves and perceived 
themselves as a social network. In addition, previous models tend to focus on functions of a 
social network; however, the model in this study added the limitations of each social 
connection as potential disadvantages of social connections should not be ignored for 
interactions because the benefits and pitfalls are inseparable. These research outcomes allow 
me to suggest that Chinese PGT students should make the most of each social connection and 
pay attention to potential limitations to create a balanced, healthy and enjoyable social 
experience. 
 
Methodological Contributions  
   198 
 
 
This research has made methodological contributions by employing a qualitative longitudinal 
research design. I interviewed thirty-four participants using visual methods, such as 
photographs and Social Network Diagrams, and analysed the data using Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). In response to the literature that future research should 
adopt a longitudinal design and focus on one specific international group (Smith & Khawaja, 
2011; Zhang & Goodson, 2011), this research conducted a longitudinal design with Chinese 
PGT students in the UK. This longitudinal approach has helped this research to capture Chinese 
PGT students’ experience at two essential times and to identify potential changes across 
experiences. Moreover, few studies that use visual methods to investigate international student 
experience. Photo-elicitation and diagrammatic-elicitation techniques are a novel contribution 
to investigate Chinese PGT students’ experience in the UK. Photographs were beneficial to 
collect richer and in-depth data as this technique enabled participants to reflect on their 
experiences when taking and selecting photographs, and they were more motivated to talk 
about their stories. Social Network Diagrams were also employed which assisted participants’ 
reflection on their overall social connections and describe and explain each one in additional 
detail. Furthermore, IPA has deepened the understanding of the experience of Chinese PGT 
students in the UK as this method went beyond a descriptive account of their experience and 
conducted a double hermeneutic: “trying to make sense of the participants trying to make sense 
of their world” (Smith et al., 2009). Following the idiographic approach, IPA analysis examines 
each case independently and thoroughly before moving on to explore patterns between cases 
(Smith & Osborn, 2015).  
 
In summary, the whole design employed interviews in two phases with the facilitation of 
photographs and Social Network Diagrams and IPA as the analysis approach has helped this 
research to capture the breadth and depth of Chinese PGT students’ experience. This approach 
enabled students the chance to talk about their experience in detail, allowed participants to 
express their ideas and represent their experience in different ways, tracked their experiences 
at different stages and valued the experience of every student. This combination of different 
approaches resulted in the collection of richer data, conducted more in-depth analysis and 
reinforced important aspects of Chinese PGT students’ experience, which improves the overall 
quality of the research.   
 
Empirical Contributions  
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Findings in this research identified and strengthened the gravity of English-related challenges 
Chinese PGT students face and the importance of developing their English proficiency. English 
proficiency has an essential influence on the academic, social and psychological aspects of 
Chinese PGT students’ experience, such as affecting their understanding of lectures, forming 
intercultural friendships, and thus leading to psychological issues. However, in this 
longitudinal study, I found that Chinese PGT students face English-related challenges, not only 
at the initial stage, but throughout their journey in the UK. Chinese PGT students, not only 
those who come to the UK for a short time, but also those who are not new international 
students, face language barriers when taking a master’s in the UK. Some students even reported 
having failed to develop their English proficiency while studying in the UK. Moreover, 
Chinese PGT students in this study tend to regard English proficiency as the weakest 
motivation to study in the UK. The English language originates from the UK, and thus 
improving English proficiency is supposed to be a main advantage to attract Chinese students 
to study in the UK, but it seems it is losing its attractiveness. Spending the majority of their 
time with fellow Chinese students hinders these students’ English improvement. The Chinese 
PGT students who most improved their English-language skills in this study were those who 
proactively practised English. Therefore, it is important to note that Chinese PGT students face 
serious English-related challenges and HE institutions should implement effective approaches 
to provide language support so that these students can make the most of opportunities during 
their master’s for English improvement, which in turn will attract Chinese international 
students to study in the UK. 
 
Academic study is of great importance for Chinese PGT students and they face academic 
challenges due to different academic culture between China and the UK. Academic writing 
was a big challenge for Chinese PGT students in this study. Apart from meeting the challenges 
of insufficient English proficiency and British academic writing conventions, Chinese PGT 
students highlighted good time management skills presented another difficulty. Chinese PGT 
students had limited experience in Chinese education to practise time management skills. 
However, such skills are crucial to complete academic writing tasks, especially when Chinese 
students need to overcome language barriers and understand British academic writing 
conventions during an intensive one-year master’s programme in the UK. Moreover, Chinese 
students also found it challenging to demonstrate their critical thinking skills in academic 
writing. Although Chinese students face language barriers in writing assignments, this study 
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has found that their level of English proficiency does not significantly block their ability to 
present critical evaluations in academic writing, as long as they have strong critical thinking 
skills and learned how to demonstrate a critical perspective. It is therefore suggested to 
understand different academic cultures and help students develop time management skills, 
critical thinking skills and how to write critical evaluations in assignments to enable students 
to cope with academic writing challenges and improve the quality of their writing.  
 
Chinese PGT students in this study form social connections with fellow Chinese students and 
non-Chinese students in the UK as well as friends and family in China. It is commonly reported 
that Chinese PGT students encounter challenges to socially interact with non-Chinese students. 
Interestingly, this research identified issues related to forming friendships with fellow Chinese 
students and the quality of this friendship tends to be questioned as Chinese PGT students 
found it difficult to form new friendships with fellow Chinese students who arrived in the UK 
at a different time, such as taking pre-sessional courses before their master’s programme. 
Chinese students in this study reported experiencing loneliness and homesickness throughout 
their journey in the UK. Fellow Chinese students were the primary social connection for 
Chinese students in this study, but they felt lonely and homesick shortly after contact with them, 
which may indicate friendships with fellow Chinese students may not be strong, especially 
during a one-year master’s in the UK. Thus, HE institutions should implement changes to 
improve social experience within cultural groups and enhance intercultural interaction 
simultaneously. 
 
Chinese PGT students in this study also reported concerns about future employment. The 
majority of Chinese PGT students in this study planned to work in China after their master’s 
in the UK. They may not have sufficient time to apply for jobs in China due to academic stress 
and time conflicts between job recruitment timing in China and study time in the UK. Also, 
although the university provided career services, advisors may not know much about the 
Chinese job market. Few studies have investigated transitioning out from university to the 
workplace, and especially on Chinese students on a short-duration master’s in the UK who plan 
to work in China. Therefore, career services could consider recruiting advisors who are experts 
in employment in the Chinese job market and invite employers based in China for career events 
to provide the most recent and practical job opportunities and suggestions for Chinese 
international students. 
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In summary, given the importance of and consistent challenges from an English proficiency 
perspective, attention needs to be paid to provide long-term language support to help students 
overcome language barriers at any time during their studies. Chinese international students 
generally face academic challenges and academic success tends to be the most important aim 
for overseas education, which signifies the importance of understanding potential differences 
between Chinese and British academic culture to provide specific academic support. HE 
institutions should encourage social interactions and enhance the quality of friendships 
between Chinese and non-Chinese students for them to gain benefits from social support and 
avoid social isolation. Efforts should also be made by career services to help ease the transition 
from study to work, especially for Chinese international students who plan to work in China. 
Interventions could include interlinking the academic, social, linguistic, and psychological 
elements of these students’ experiences as well as their transition from study to work to help 
Chinese international students overcome challenges, gain benefits and enhance their overall 
transitional experience.  
 
5.6 Limitations and Future Research Directions 
Although this study has many strengths, its findings may not apply to Chinese PGT students 
from other HE institutions, other colleges and with a different gender rate. More specifically, 
participants in this study were recruited from one university, mainly from one college and are 
mainly female participants. The experience of participants from the same university may not 
represent Chinese PGT students’ experience at other universities in the UK. For instance, 
Chinese international students may have different experiences due to the different percentage 
of international students on campus. The university in this study was ranked tenth, in terms of 
numbers of overseas students in the UK. The university in this research had 8,235 international 
students, accounting for 29% of the total student number (HESA, n.d.). Of these students 2,481 
were Chinese international students, which was around one-third of the total international 
student number on campus. Thus, the findings of this research have limitations concerning their 
ability to represent the experience of all Chinese international students who attend universities 
in the UK. Despite the limitations, when considered on a context-specific level the findings of 
this study are practical and helpful to inform the university of this research how to recruit 
participants. Longitudinal interviews with photo-elicitation and diagrammatic-elicitation 
techniques take a large amount of time to prepare and manage, and thus conducting research 
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with participants within the same university saves time for the participants and the researcher. 
Participants from the same university also allowed me to better understand the participants’ 
context, which helps when utilising IPA as a method to interpret Chinese students’ experience 
in the UK. Future research could consider investigating Chinese PGT students in other contexts 
to compare and contrast experiences. 
 
Moreover, the majority of participants from the College of Social Science may fail to indicate 
those from other colleges. Participants in this study were mainly from the College of Social 
Science, i.e., School of Education, School of Law and Adam Smith Business School. Chinese 
PGT students studying hard sciences which involves more lab-based work may have a different 
experience from social science students. As my master’s was within social science and my 
current PhD also, I had the advantage of being able to understand and interpret Chinese students’ 
experiences by studying similar subjects. The above three schools in social science were chosen 
to cover different percentages of international students to have diversity across academic fields, 
which also captures potentially different experiences among Chinese PGT students. Future 
research could take different colleges into account when recruiting participants, which could 
inform the understanding of the similarities and differences between Chinese PGT students 
from various colleges.  
 
In addition, the majority of the thirty-four participants in this study were female (twenty-nine), 
and thus may lack male voices (five). Different genders may focus on different aspects of 
experience and express their experience differently. The College of Social Sciences for this 
study had more female students (5,972) than male students (3,218) in 2016/17 (Headcount 
student data for the University of Glasgow, n.d.). Future research may consider focusing on 
male participants or balancing gender by recruiting a similar number of female and male 
participants to help generate a complete picture.  
 
This study may also be limited by the interview process, longitudinal design and data analysis. 
Although interviews generally yielded rich data, a few participants were emotional, e.g., angry 
and upset during the interview, which meant participants may be uncritical when relating their 
experience or provide sufficient information when answering other interview questions. 
Despite the advantages of interviews at the beginning and near the end of a master’s study 
programme, this research has not included interviews after their study programmes in the UK 
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ended. It would be advantageous to see how Chinese students’ experience may have an 
influence on their life afterwards in future research. Another limitation is that this research 
involves a large amount of data in different forms which required different approaches to 
analyse them, e.g., interviews, photographs and Social Network Diagrams. Collectively 
analysing different forms of data was time consuming and challenging within the limited time 
designated for IPA. I would consider continuing analysing other data for future publications.   
 
Moreover, reflecting upon the Model 1, there are two interesting future areas to explore. First, 
investigating the influence of social connections and English proficiency on critical thinking. 
The findings from this study do not show sufficient evidence for this connection, but social 
connections may influence students’ understanding of critical thinking and increased English 
proficiency could assist students to present a critical argument. Chinese international students 
from this study generally faced the challenge of understanding critical thinking and applying it 
in their assessments. For Chinese international students, using critical thinking means more 
than apply the concept to their writing, but also using English, subject knowledge, and 
academic conventions to apply the concept in the learning process. Therefore, it would be 
helpful to know in what ways social connections and English proficiency could play a role in 
Chinese international students applying critical thinking to be able to provide them with 
practical support. Second, future research could examine why Chinese students still feel lonely 
and homesick when they have formed social connections and how English proficiency may 
affect these feelings. Although the literature suggests that social connections could help ease 
loneliness and homesickness, findings from this study show that some Chinese students still 
feel lonely and homesick when surrounded by social connections. It would be helpful to 
investigate further reasons for this and propose new coping strategies. There is no evidence in 
this study to show that English proficiency has an effect on loneliness and homesickness, but 
English proficiency could directly or indirectly feelings of loneliness and homesickness. For 
instance, Chinese students who experience relatively higher English proficiency may 
participate in local events and make non-Chinese friends, which helps ease loneliness and 
homesickness. It would be beneficial to examine how English proficiency could affect the 
feeling of loneliness and homesickness and to provide effective interventions.  
 
Furthermore, two valuable suggestions arose from the Model 2 adapted from the FMFN and 
the findings from this research. First, further research could be conducted on Chinese 
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international students’ dilemma of forming Chinese and non-Chinese friendships. Results from 
this research show that some Chinese students tend to criticise and isolate Chinese students 
with foreign friends. Thus, participants from this study reported that it feels like they can only 
either have Chinese friends or foreign friends. It would be interesting to explore further reasons 
why this dilemma exists and how to ease the tension between having Chinese friends and non-
Chinese friends. Second, future research could consider exploring Chinese students as a social 
network. Findings from this study indicate that Chinese students may spend a large amount of 
time with themselves and they labelled themselves as an important social connection. It would 
be interesting to know how Chinese students spend time with themselves and how this 
experience may affect their overall experience in the UK.  
 
5.7 Reflections on this Research 
Conducting this study has undoubtedly stimulated my reflection from various perspectives. For 
example, I chose to take a longitudinal approach. The longitudinal design took additional time 
and effort to prepare and conduct interviews in two phases, but it was very rewarding when I 
found interesting results. For example, Chinese PGT students encountered language barriers at 
both the beginning and near the end of their study, rather than the assumption that they only 
meet English challenges at an early stage. Also, Chinese students focused on their academic 
study on arrival during Phase 1 and shifted their focus to transformative growth and plans after 
finishing their study in Phase 2. These unchanged and changed experiences were captured by 
the longitudinal design of this study. Using photo-elicitation techniques in the interviews was 
another valuable experience. I learned that I needed to be rigorous about ethical issues related 
to photographs. I prepared additional documents related only to photographs, i.e., Plain 
Language Statement for Photo Subjects, Consent Form for Photo Subjects and Instructions for 
Taking Photographs. I asked participants to read those documents carefully and follow the 
instructions. I realised that, compared with traditional interviews, using other methods such as 
photographs involves additional ethics issues, so additional care has to be taken. 
 
Moreover, all my participants’ stories were fascinating, but I was surprised to find that there 
were more differences than similarities between me and my participants’ experiences as a 
Chinese international student studying a master’s in the UK. My understanding was that 
personal background, English proficiency and attitude were the most three important factors. 
When I studied my master’s in the UK, I had been to America before the UK which means it 
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was not first time abroad. I experienced some degree of a language barrier during my master’s, 
but I did not expect my participants to struggle as much as they did. It may be because I passed 
the required IELTS score before coming to the UK, my undergraduate major in China was 
English, and the first time I took oral English classes I was fourteen. I also found that my 
master’s experience was smooth because I inclined toward the attitude to challenge myself and 
learn things from experience. Participants who usually avoided difficulties and gave up easily 
appeared to the ones who struggled for a long time during their studies.  
 
From conducting this research, I have learned how to conduct independent and rigorous 
enquiry. New approaches, such as longitudinal design and visual methods, have allowed me to 
observe how rewarding and interesting investigating Chinese PGT students’ experience is from 
alternative perspectives. The results from this study were inspiring, with many unexpected 
aspects as outlined above. Research design, research findings and the overall research 
experience have attracted and encouraged me to conduct further research. It is my hope that 
this research can contribute towards our understanding of Chinese PGT students’ experience 
in the UK and help other researchers become interested in this research area in the future.   
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Appendixes 
 
 
Appendix 1: Examples for Communities Plot  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Lucia’s representation of her position in the research community (Sala-Bubaré & Castelló, 
2017). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Andreas’ representation of his position in the research community (Sala-Bubaré & Castelló, 
2017). 
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Appendix 2: Examples for Social Network Diagram 
 
 
 
 
Stephanie 2’s Social Network Diagram 
 
 
 
 
Vivian’s Social Network Diagram 
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Appendix 3: A Summary of Value from Pilot Study 
 
 
Improvement from 
pilot study to main 
study 
Issues Improvements  
1)Taking photos The difficulty to use 
photos to represent 
experience  
 
 
1) provided Instructions for Taking 
Photos and answer participants’ 
questions related to taking photos 
2) checked provided photos and gave 
participants the chance to change 
photos if have not met the requirements 
2)Interview 
questions 
Confusions on two 
similar interview 
topics (Topic 5 and 6) 
combined Topic 5 and 6 as one 
interview topic 
 
Topic 5 (original) 
Please choose a photograph that 
represents your view of Chinese 
academic culture in general. 
Topic 6 (original) 
Please choose a photograph that 
represents your experience of Chinese 
education. 
 
Topic 5 (improved)  
Please choose a photograph that 
represents your view/experience of 
Chinese academic culture/Chinese 
education.  
Difficulty in 
understanding one 
term in interview topic 
Added a simple definition of the term.  
 
Please choose a photograph that 
represents your view of the 
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development of higher order thinking 
skills (HOTS) in China. (HOTS include 
the use of analysis, evaluation, 
synthesis, creation, reflective and 
critical thinking.) 
3)Interview skills too much information 
for one question 
kindly reminded participants and 
moved to the next question in time 
too little information 
for one question 
because of privacy 
concerns 
Gave more explanations on the 
confidentiality and data management in 
the research  
4)Location and 
recording  
Noisy background 
sound 
chose a quiet location for interviews 
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Appendix 4: Participant Profile 
 
 
Participant 
(Pseudonyms) 
Age  
 
Gender Nation/Regi
on 
School Length of Stay in the UK  
Lyn   27 Female  Jiangsu,  
China 
Business  £ one month 
 
Sophia >30 Female Guangdong, 
China 
Business one month £ six months 
Niki      22         Female Zhejiang, 
China 
Business one month £ six months 
Yami      22         Female Beijing,  
China 
Education £ one month 
Alice 22         Female Tianjin, 
China 
Business £ one month 
Angela 23         Female Chongqing, 
China 
Education £ one month 
Erin Goh 37         Female Malaysia Geographi
cal and 
Earth 
Sciences 
£ one month 
Coco 22         Female Hubei,  
China 
Business ³ six months (1 year) 
Neil 23         Male Jiangsu, 
China 
Business one month £ six months 
Sining* 
 
26        Female Anhui,  
China 
Law one month £ six months 
Sabrina 23         Female Chongqing,  
China 
Business £ one month 
Chao* 
 
23         Male Anhui,  
China 
Business £ one month 
Ken 22         Male Henan,  
China 
Business one month £ six months 
   211 
 
 
Stephanie 1 22         Female Hebei,  
China 
Culture 
and 
Creative 
Arts 
one month £ six months 
Coco Gui 22         Female Shandong,  
China 
Business ³ six months (2 years) 
Rika 24        Female Fujian, 
China 
Business ³ six months (1 years) 
Artimis 27 Female Shanxi,  
China 
Business ³ six months (2 years) 
Eisley 21 Female Anhui, 
China 
Business one month £ six months 
Wenqiang* 25 Male Inner 
Mongolia,  
China 
Business £ one month 
Tao* 
 
21       Female Anhui, 
China 
Business ³ six months (1 year) 
Wendy 23 Female Shanxi, 
China 
Business one month £ six months 
Bruce 23        Male Hubei, 
China 
Business ³ six months (1 year) 
Zoe 23         Female Shanxi, 
China 
Business one month £ six months 
Ashley 23         Female Xinjiang, 
China 
Education £ one month 
Ke 24         Female Anhui, 
China 
Business one month £ six months 
Stephanie 2 24         Female Tianjin, 
China 
Education one month £ six months 
Kaya 23         Female Zhejiang, 
China 
Culture 
and 
one month £ six months 
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Creative 
Arts 
Bella 21         Female Heilongjian
g, 
China 
Business one month £ six months 
Savanna 23         Female Hunan,  
China 
Education one month £ six months 
Yuqi*  
 
23         Female Hunan, 
China 
Business ³ six months (7 months) 
Vivian 23         Female Zhejiang,  
China 
Education ³ six months (1 year) 
June Teng >30 Female Singapore Education one month £ six months 
Summer 23         Female Anhui,  
China 
Law one month £ six months 
Lydia 25 Female Shandong,  
China 
Education one month £ six months 
 
Note: Names with * are real names.  
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Appendix 5: Interview Guide  
 
Phase 1 (English version) 
 
Opening questions: 
Please tell us about yourself – age, the region in China where you are from, your 
general interests, whether had working experiences or was only a student before 
taking this Master’s degree, whether it’s first time going abroad/ visit other countries 
previously and length of stay in the UK. 
 
1. Please choose a photograph that made a deep impression on you because it represents 
your motivation to study in the UK. 
- Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your motivation. 
- Has this motivation changed after initial experience of studying in the UK? 
 
2. Please choose a photograph that represents your expectations of UK postgraduate 
education. 
- Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your expectations. 
- How significant are these expectations to you? 
- To date, have these expectations been met?  
 
3. Please choose a photograph that represents Chinese culture in general. 
- Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to Chinese culture. 
- What makes this cultural aspect significant to you? 
- How does this compare to your initial impression of British culture? 
- How have you addressed any cultural gaps to date? 
 
4. Please choose a photograph that represents your view of Chinese academic 
culture/educational experience in general.  
- Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to Chinese academic culture. 
- What makes this aspect of academic culture significant to you? 
- How does this compare to your initial impression of British academic culture? 
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- How have you addressed any gaps in the academic culture to date? 
 
5. Please choose a photograph that represents your view of the development of higher 
order thinking skills (HOTS) in China. (HOTS include the use of analysis, evaluation, 
synthesis, creation, reflective and critical thinking.) 
- Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your view. 
- How do you compare the development of HOTS in China and in the UK? 
- In your view, how important are HOTS?  
- In your view, how can HOTS be improved? How have you addressed any gaps in 
the development of HOTS to date? 
 
6. Please choose a photograph that represents a challenging experience that you 
encountered when you were still in China. 
- Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your experience. 
- What makes this experience important to you?  
- How did you address this challenging experience? 
-If you had an opportunity to go back to this time in your life, is there anything that 
you would have done differently? 
 
7. Please choose a photograph that represents a challenging experience that you 
encountered in Britain, if there are any so far. 
- Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your experience. 
- What makes this experience important to you? 
- How did you address this challenging experience? 
-If you had an opportunity to go back to this time in your life, is there anything that 
you would have done differently? 
 
8. Please choose a photograph that represents an enjoyable experience that you 
encountered when you were in China.  
- Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your experience. 
- What makes this experience important to you? 
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9. Please choose a photograph that represents an enjoyable experience that you 
encountered in Britain, if there are any so far. 
- Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your experience. 
- What makes this experience important to you? 
 
10. Please choose a photograph that represents your current social connections in China. 
- Who is in the photograph? What is happening in the photograph?  
- How big is/are your group(s)?  
- Who did you consider to be your main social connections? 
- How often did you interact with these people?  
- What made these social connections significant to you? 
 
- In comparison, what is your social connections in the UK like, to date? (Please 
choose a photograph, if you have one.) 
- Who are the people in your group(s)? 
- How big is/are your group(s)?  
- Who do you consider to be your main social connections? 
- How often do you interact with them? 
- What makes these social connections significant to you? 
 
- How would you compare your current level of interaction between you and your 
social connections in China and your social connections in the UK? 
- How would you compare the importance (if any) of your social connections in 
China and the UK? 
 
11. Finally, I am also interested to know a little about how you approached this task: what 
was it like to take these photographs? 
 
12. Is there any aspect of your transitional experience from China to the UK that you 
would like to comment on that we have not covered? These aspects may either be 
represented or not represented in your photographs. 
 
   216 
 
 
Phase 1 (Chinese version) 
 
采访大纲 
 
你多大了？你来自中国哪个地方？你平时的喜好是什么？来这边读书之前，有
没有工作经验？是不是第一次出国？／之前去过别的国家么？来英国多久了？ 
 
1. 请挑选一张照片, 主题是代表你来英国读书的动力。 
请描述照片中是什么，为什么是你的动力。这个动力在来英国之后是否有所改
变？ 
 
2. 英国研究生教育的期望 
请描述照片中是什么，为什么有这些期望（为什么这些期望对你重要）？目前
来说，这些期望是否发生了改变？ 
 
3. 中国文化（整体上） 
请描述照片中是什么，为什么它对你特殊（为什么选择这张照片）。与之相
比，目前你对英国文化的印象是怎样的？是否感觉到中英的文化差距？ 
 
4. 中国学术文化／中国教育经历 
请描述照片中是什么，为什么这种文化对你特殊（为什么选择这张照片）。与
之相比，目前你对英国学术文化的印象是怎样的？是否感觉到中英的学术文化
差距？ 
与之相比，你目前对英国教育的体验是怎样的？这些感受是否改变了你原先对
英国教育的看法？ 
 
5. 在中国高阶思维能力的发展（包括分析，评估，整合，创造，反思及批判性思
维的能力） 
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请描述照片中是什么。你如何评价高阶思维能力在中国和英国的对比发展？ 
你认为高阶思维能力重要么？你觉得应该如何提高高阶思维能力？目前你会感
觉到高阶思维能力在英国的差距么？ 
 
6. 在中国遇到的一次挑战 
请描述照片中是什么，为什么选择这张照片。你如何看待这次挑战？如果有机
会再回到当时，你会怎么做？ 
 
7. 在英国遇到的一次挑战 
请描述照片中是什么，为什么选择这张照片。你如何看待这次挑战？如果有机
会重来一次，你会怎么做？ 
 
8. 在中国时的一次开心的经历  
请描述照片中是什么，为什么选择这张照片。你如何看待这次经历？  
 
9. 在英国遇到的开心的经历 
请描述照片中是什么，为什么选择这张照片。你如何看待这次经历？ 
 
10. 请选择一张照片，（只需要说明你会选择什么照片，这次不需要提供），主题
是你在中国的社交圈。 
请描述照片中是什么，照片中在做什么？这个社交圈有几组人？每个组别的人
数多么？ 
哪些是你主要的社交圈？多久联系一次？为什么这个社交圈对你来说重要？ 
与之相比，目前你在英国的社交圈是怎样的？他们是谁，这个社交圈有几组 
人？每个组别的人数多么？哪些是你目前英国的主要社交圈？多久联系一次？ 
为什么这个社交圈对你来说重要？ 
是中国的社交圈联系的多还是英国的社交圈联系的多？哪边的社交圈更重要？ 
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11. 你是如何完成这些问题的（拍照片），有什么感受？ 
 
12. 有没有一些你觉得要补充的主题？ 
 
Phase 2 (English version) 
 
Opening questions. 
 
1. Please choose a photograph that represents your current understanding of Chinese 
culture in general. 
 
--Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your current understanding 
of Chinese culture in general.  
--Do you think your understanding has changed? If yes, when and how has it 
changed? If not, why not?  
 
2. Please choose a photograph that represents your current understanding of British 
culture in general. 
 
--Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your current understanding 
of British culture in general. 
--Do you think your understanding has changed? If yes, when and how has it 
changed? If not, why not? 
 
3. Please choose a photograph that represents your current understanding of Chinese 
academic culture. 
 
--Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your current understanding 
of Chinese academic culture. 
--Do you think your understanding has changed? If yes, when and how has it 
changed? If not, why not? 
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4. Please choose a photograph that represents your current understanding of British 
academic culture.  
 
--Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your current understanding 
of British academic culture. 
--Do you think your understanding has changed? If yes, when and how has it 
changed? If not, why not? 
 
5. Please choose a photograph that represents your current understanding of higher order 
thinking skills (HOTS). (HOTS include the use of analysis, evaluation, synthesis, 
creation, reflective and critical thinking.) 
 
--Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your current understanding 
of HOTS. 
--Do you think your understanding has changed? If yes, when and how has it 
changed? If not, why not? 
 
6. Please choose a photograph that represents your current social connection with 
Chinese in the UK. 
 
--Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your social connection with 
Chinese. 
--Do you like interacting with Chinese? 
--How do you interact with them? 
--How often do you interact with them? 
--Is there a potential link between interaction with Chinese and your transitional 
experience in the UK? If so, please explain and give an example. 
--How do you find your interaction with them?  
--Do you think your social connection with Chinese has changed since last semester? 
If yes, when and how has that changed? If not, why not? 
--It is commonly observed that Chinese students prefer to be in small groups all the 
time. What is your view on that? 
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7. Please choose a photograph that represents your current social connection with non-
Chinese in the UK. 
 
--Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your social connection with 
non-Chinese. 
--Do you like interacting with non-Chinese?  
--How do you interact with them? 
--How often do you interact with them? 
--Is there a potential link between interaction with non-Chinese and your transitional 
experience in the UK? If so, please explain and give an example.  
--How do you find your interaction with them?  
--Do you think your social connection with non-Chinese has changed since last 
semester? If yes, when and how has that changed? If not, why not? 
-- How do you manage having good social connection(s) with non-Chinese? 
 
8. Please choose a photograph that represents an unforgettable experience in the UK.  
 
--Please describe what is in the photograph and relate it to your unforgettable 
experience in the UK.  
--What makes this experience unforgettable to you?  
--Have you come across a challenging experience that you managed to overcome in 
the end? If so, could you tell me more about that experience? 
 
9. Please choose a photograph that represents your advice to other Chinese students.  
 
--Please describe what is in the photograph. 
--Thinking back on your own experience this past year, what is the one most 
important piece of advice you would give to other Chinese students who may come to 
study in the UK? 
 
10.  Finally, please think of a metaphor that can represent your overall transitional 
experience in the UK. [A metaphor refers to a figure of speech containing an implied 
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comparison, in which a word or phrase ordinarily and primarily used of one thing is 
applied to another.] 
 
--Please explain the metaphor that you selected and relate it to your overall 
transitional experience in the UK.  
 
General social connections--Social network diagram  
 
--Who are they?  
--How many people in each group? 
--How do you interact with them? 
--How often do you interact with these people? 
--Who do you consider being your main social connections? 
--Why they are important? 
--How would you compare your current level of interaction between you and your 
connections in China and in the UK? 
--How would you compare the importance of your social connections in China and 
the UK? 
--Do you think your social connections have changed since last semester? If yes, 
when and how have that changed? If not, why not? 
 
11. Is there any aspect of your transitional experience from China to the UK that you 
would like to comment on that we have not covered? These aspects may either be 
represented or not represented in your photographs. 
12. I am also interested to know a little about how you approached this task the second 
time: what was it like to take these photographs?  
Phase 2 (Chinese version) 
 
采访大纲  
 
1. 请选择一张照片，代表你现在对中国文化的理解。 
－－照片中是什么？为什么选这张照片？ 
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－－你觉得你对中国文化的理解有改变吗？如果有，什么时候改变的，怎么改
变的？如果没有，为什么？ 
 
2. 请选择一张照片，代表你现在对英国文化的理解。 
－－照片中是什么？为什么会选这张照片？ 
－－你觉得你对英国文化的理解有改变吗？如果有， 什么时候改变的，怎么改
变的？如果没有，为什么？ 
 
3. 请选择一张照片，代表你现在对中国学术文化的理解。 
－－照片中是什么？为什么会选这张照片？ 
－－你觉得你对中国学术文化的理解有改变吗？如果有，什么时候改变的，怎
么改变的？如果没有，为什么？ 
 
4. 请选择一张照片，代表你现在对英国学术文化的理解。 
－－照片中是什么？为什么会选这张照片？ 
－－你觉得你对英国学术文化的理解有改变吗？如果有，什么时候改变的，怎
么改变的？如果没有，为什么？ 
 
5. 请选择一张照片，代表你现在对高级思维能力的理解。（Higher order thinking 
skills include the use of analysis, evaluation, synthesis, creation, reflective and critical 
thinking） 
－－照片中是什么？为什么会选这张照片？ 
－－你觉得你对高级思维能力的理解有改变吗？如果有，什么时候改变的，怎
么改变的？如果没有，为什么？ 
 
6. 请选择一张照片， 代表你现在与中国人的联系。 
－－照片中是什么， 为什么会选这张照片？ 
－－你愿意和中国人相处吗？为什么？ 
－－他们对你在英国的经历有什么影响吗？ 
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－－你感觉与他们的相处怎么样？ 
 
7. 请选择一张照片，代表你现在与外国人的联系。 
－－照片中是什么？为什么会选这张照片？ 
－－你愿意和外国人相处吗？为什么？ 
－－他们对你在英国的经历有什么影响吗？ 
－－你感觉与他们的相处怎么样？ 
 
8. 请选择一张照片，代表你在英国一次难忘的经历。 
－－照片中是什么？为什么会选这张照片？ 
 
9. 请根据你这一年的体验，选一张照片，代表你认为对要来读书的中国学生最重
要的一个建议。 
－－照片中是什么？为什么选这张照片？ 
－－为什么你认为这个建议最重要？ 
 
10. 请用一个比喻来代表你整体的英国体验。 
－－这个比喻是什么？为什么用这个比喻？ 
 
11. 有什么想要补充的地方吗？ 
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Appendix 6: Procedure for Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 
(IPA) 
 
 
Step 1: reading and re-reading 
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Step 2: initial noting  
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Step 3: developing emergent themes 
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Step 4: searching for connections across emergent themes 
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Step 5: moving to the next case 
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Step 6: looking for patterns across cases  
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Using Scrivener in IPA 
 
Step 3 (Scrivener) 
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Step 4 (Scrivener) 
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Step 6 (Scrivener) 
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Coding in NVivo  
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Appendix 7: Plain Language Statement  
 
 
 
Plain Language Statement 
Title of Research: Chinese Postgraduate Taught Students’ Transitional Experiences in 
British Academia: The Role of Social Networks 
Name of Researcher: Jie Zhang - J.ZHANG.3@research.gla.ac.uk  
Researcher assistants: Sihui Wang - s.wang.3@research.gla.ac.uk & Yunning Tang - 
y.tang.2@research.gla.ac.uk  
Supervisors: Dr Dely Elliot - Dely.Elliot@glasgow.ac.uk  & Dr Kara Makara Fuller - 
kara.makarafuller@glasgow.ac.uk  
 
You are being invited to take part in a research project. Before making your decision, it is 
important for you to understand this research. Please take time to read the following 
information carefully and ask questions if you need to. Take time to decide whether or not you 
wish to take part.  
 
Thank you for reading this. 
 
Purpose of the research 
The purpose of this study is to explore the transitional experiences that Chinese postgraduate 
taught (PgT) students face. The research will consider the development of Chinese 
postgraduate taught students’ higher order thinking skills (e.g., reflective and critical thinking) 
and how social networks influence the development of their thinking and their overall 
transitional experiences in the UK. The findings are expected to provide valuable insights that 
can help identify potential challenges, improve support systems and enhance Chinese PgT 
students’ overall experience of studying in the UK. 
 
Voluntary participation  
This research will involve approximately 50 research participants. We are inviting you to take 
part in this study because you are a Chinese postgraduate taught student at the University of 
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Glasgow in 2016-2017 academic year. Please note that your participation is entirely voluntary. 
You have a right to withdraw at any time without prejudice. If you refuse to agree to participate 
or discontinue participation at any time, it will involve no penalty or loss of benefits. 
 
Research involvement  
You will be asked to take photographs using a mobile phone for a two-stage interview, one is 
around the beginning of your academic year and the other is near the end of your academic 
study. (Photo-taking is not meant to be obtrusive and can be done when convenient and within 
a period of two weeks for each stage.) The interviews, which will be based on the photographs 
that you took, will take a maximum of one hour and the conversations will be audio-recorded. 
Photos and discussions will generally be focused on your personal experiences in relation to 
being a PgT student in the UK. You will be given access to individual password-protected 
‘Dropbox’ folders to store your photos. If you would like to take a photograph of a 
person/people, there will be a separate PLS and consent form to give to your photo subjects 
prior to taking photos. Items for consideration when taking photos will include objects 
representing/symbolising motivations and expectations about British education; personal, 
academic and societal growth and development; similarities and differences between Chinese 
and British academic and societal cultures; challenging experiences and coping mechanisms; 
social network and development of higher order thinking skills (e.g., reflection, critical 
thinking). 
 
Benefits and risks 
The study will encourage personal reflection on your own experience of studying in the UK, 
even cherishing the memorable moments that contributed to your personal growth and 
development. Likewise, your reflections are contributing to this research, which is intended to 
extend understanding in the field as well as offer guidance and suggestions to Chinese PgT 
students and higher education institutions as they support this cohort. The risks of this research 
are considered to be low. This research will be conducted in a quiet and private place on campus 
or by phone or Skype. No questions of a sensitive nature will be asked; I will immediately 
pause the interview if you do not want to continue. Interviews will be conducted in Chinese, 
your native language, so that you will be able to feel more relaxed during the discussion. After 
the interview is complete, you will be given the chance to review your transcript and ask for 
any particular parts to be removed if you would like to. I will also remind you about the 
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University Counselling & Psychological Services and Student Learning Service in case you 
need further help. 
 
Confidentiality and usage of data 
Pseudonyms will be used when referring you in any publications arising from the research. All 
the information collected will be kept securely to prevent identification of participants and 
photo subjects (i.e., if consent is limited to use of photos during interview only) arising from 
any aspect of the research. Any pertinent information (e.g., name of your programme) that 
might compromise your anonymity will be concealed. Data will be stored at the University of 
Glasgow and at my personal address. Paper data will be kept securely in a locked room and 
electronic data can be accessed by password only. Personally-identifiable data and original 
audio-files will be permanently deleted from machines and any paper files such as consent 
forms will be shredded at the end of the project. The de-identified research data will be stored 
for up to 10 years. The de-identified research data will be used for a PhD thesis and possibly 
for further publications; this data might be shared or re-used in accordance with the Data 
Sharing Guidance. Confidentiality will be respected unless there are compelling and legitimate 
reasons for this to be breached. If this is the case we would inform you of any decisions that 
might affect your anonymity.   
 
Contact details 
This project has been considered and approved by the College Research Ethics Committee. 
Please contact me at J.ZHANG.3@RESEARCH.GLA.AC.UK for further information or the 
College of Social Sciences Ethics Officer, Dr Muir Houston at Muir.Houston@glasgow.ac.uk 
for any concerns regarding the conduct of this research project. 
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Appendix 8: Consent Form 
 
 
     
Consent Form 
Title of Project: Chinese Postgraduate Taught Students’ Transitional Experiences in 
British Academia: The Role of Social Networks 
Name of Researcher: Jie Zhang - J.ZHANG.3@research.gla.ac.uk  
Supervisors: Dr Dely Elliot - Dely.Elliot@glasgow.ac.uk  & Dr Kara Makara Fuller - 
kara.makarafuller@glasgow.ac.uk  
 
Please read following information carefully and complete the form.  
1. I confirm that I have read and understood the Plain Language Statement for the above 
study and have had the opportunity to ask questions. 
 
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any 
time, without giving any reason. 
 
3. I acknowledge that participants will be referred to by pseudonyms. 
 
4. I am aware and consent to my photographs being used as a stimulus for interviews. 
 
5. I am aware and consent that my photographs might be used in academic journals and 
conference papers. 
 
6. I consent to interviews being audio-recorded. (I acknowledge that copies of transcripts 
will be returned to participants for verification.) 
 
7. I agree that the data collected in the course of this research will be shared with other 
genuine researchers as set out in the Plain Language Statement and the de-identified 
research data will be stored for up to 10 years. 
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8. I understand that data will be safeguarded and stored to prevent identification of 
participants and photo subjects (i.e., if consent is limited to use of photos during 
interview only) arising from any aspect of the research. 
 
9. I give consent: (Please tick all that apply.) 
☐ to my photographs being used during the interview 
☐ to my photographs being used for wider public dissemination 
☐ for research data held for 10 years in accordance to the University Code of Good 
Practice in Research - 
http://www.gla.ac.uk/services/postgraduateresearch/pgrcodeofpractice/ 
 
 
I agree to take part in this research study    
I do not agree to take part in this research study   
 
Name of Participant ………………………………………… 
Signature   ……………………………………………………. 
Date …………………………………… 
 
Name of Researcher   ………………………………………………  
Signature   ……………………………………………..….   
Date …………………………………… 
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Appendix 9: Interview Themes 
 
 
 
 
Interview Themes 
 
1. Motivations and expectations regarding British education in general 
2. Experience of British education (e.g., academic, societal and personal) 
3. Similarities and differences between Chinese and British academic cultures 
4. Similarities and differences between Chinese and British societal cultures 
5. Experiences facilitating growth and development 
6. Challenging experiences and coping mechanisms 
7. Development of higher order thinking skills 
8. Social networks (who and how often)  
9. Interactions with social networks (how, quality and quantity) 
10. Insights and recommendations to improve transitional experiences  
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Appendix 10: Plain Language Statement for Photo Subjects 
 
 
 
Plain Language Statement for Photo Subjects 
Title of Research: Chinese Postgraduate Taught Students’ Transitional Experiences in 
British Academia: The Role of Social Networks 
Name of Researcher: Jie Zhang - J.ZHANG.3@research.gla.ac.uk  
Supervisors: Dr Dely Elliot - Dely.Elliot@glasgow.ac.uk  & Dr Kara Makara Fuller - 
kara.makarafuller@glasgow.ac.uk  
 
You are being invited to take part as photo subjects in a research project by a student of the 
School of Education, University of Glasgow. Before making your decisions, it is important for 
you to understand this research. Please take time to read the following information carefully 
and ask questions if you need to. Take time to decide whether or not you wish to take part.  
 
Thank you for reading this. 
 
Purpose of the Research 
The purpose of this study is to explore the transitional experiences that Chinese postgraduate 
taught (PgT) students face. The research will consider the development of Chinese 
postgraduate taught students’ higher order thinking skills (e.g., reflective and critical thinking) 
and how social networks influence the development of their thinking and their overall 
transitional experiences in the UK. The findings are expected to provide valuable insights that 
can help identify potential challenges, improve support systems and enhance Chinese PgT 
students’ overall experience of studying in the UK. 
 
Research involvement and voluntary participation  
Research participants are Chinese postgraduate taught students at the University of Glasgow 
in 2016-2017 academic year. They are asked to take photographs (e.g. objects, places, people 
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or anything) that represent their transitional experiences during their studies in the UK, 
especially the ones that made a significant impression on them. In doing this task, they may 
approach you and ask for your permission to be included in the photograph. (If you agree, 
please ask for and sign the consent form).    
 
Please note that your participation as a photo subject is entirely voluntary. You have a right to 
withdraw at any time without prejudice. If you refuse to agree to participate or discontinue 
participation at any time, you will involve no penalty or loss of benefits.  
 
Research publication and usage of data 
Pseudonyms will be used when referring you in any publications arising from the research. All 
the information collected will be kept securely to prevent identification of participants and 
photo subjects (i.e., if consent is limited to use of photos during interview only) arising from 
any aspect of the research. Any pertinent information that might compromise your anonymity 
will be concealed. The de-identified research data will be used for a PhD thesis and may be 
used for comparisons and further publications. The de-identified research data will be stored 
for up to 10 years.  
 
Contact details    
This project has been considered and approved by the College Research Ethics Committee. 
Please contact me at J.ZHANG.3@RESEARCH.GLA.AC.UK for further information or the 
College of Social Sciences Ethics Officer, Dr Muir Houston at Muir.Houston@glasgow.ac.uk 
for any concerns regarding the conduct of this research project. 
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Appendix 11: Consent Form for Photo Subjects 
 
 
     
 
Consent Form for Photo Subjects 
 
Title of Project: Chinese Postgraduate Taught Students’ Transitional Experiences in 
British Academia: The Role of Social Networks 
Name of Researcher: Jie Zhang - J.ZHANG.3@research.gla.ac.uk  
Supervisors: Dr Dely Elliot - Dely.Elliot@glasgow.ac.uk  & Dr Kara Makara Fuller - 
kara.makarafuller@glasgow.ac.uk  
 
 
Please read following information carefully and complete the form.  
 
1. I am 18 years old (or older) and am able to give consent. 
 
2. I give consent to be photographed as part of the ‘Chinese Postgraduate Taught 
Students’ Transitional Experiences in British Academia: The Role of Social 
Networks’ research study. 
 
3. I am aware and consent to my photographs being used as a stimulus for interviews 
with the researcher. 
 
4. I am aware and consent that my photographs might be used in a PhD thesis, academic 
journals, conference presentations, and online research publications, and the de-
identified research data will be stored for up to 10 years. 
 
I give consent: (Please tick all that apply.) 
☐ to my photographs being used during the interview 
☐ to my photographs being used for wider public dissemination 
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☐ for research data held for 10 years in accordance to the University Code of Good 
Practice  
     in Research - 
http://www.gla.ac.uk/services/postgraduateresearch/pgrcodeofpractice/ 
 
 
Name of Person Photographed …………………………………………  
 
Signature   ……………………………………………………. 
 
Date …………………………………… 
 
 
Name of Researcher   ……………………………………………… 
 
Signature   ……………………………………………..….   
 
Date …………………………………… 
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Appendix 12: Instructions for Taking Photos 
 
 
 
Instructions for taking photographs 
 
Title of Project: Chinese Postgraduate Taught Students’ Transitional Experiences in 
British Academia: The Role of Social Networks 
Name of Researcher: Jie Zhang - J.ZHANG.3@research.gla.ac.uk  
Supervisors: Dr Dely Elliot - Dely.Elliot@glasgow.ac.uk  & Dr Kara Makara Fuller - 
kara.makarafuller@glasgow.ac.uk  
 
Thank you very much for your consent to take part in our research. In compliance with the 
ethical use of visual images for research purposes, we would like you to consider the 
following points when taking photographs to enable using the photographs for both the 
interviews and publication purposes.  
 
This research employs a visual research method, which is aimed at encouraging you 
(participants) to reflect on your transitional experiences as a Chinese postgraduate taught 
student at the University of Glasgow. Your photographs will be used: a) to inspire reflection 
when representing visually or symbolically your own transitional experiences as Chinese 
Postgraduate Taught students in a British Higher Education institution, and b) to serve as 
stimuli/drivers during research interviews. 
 
We would like you to reflect on your transitional experiences carefully. Consider experiences 
that made a significant impression on you. Please take photographs which you feel represent 
meaningfully these experiences. These could be symbolic representations of objects, places 
or anything that you feel is important and linked to your personal experience. Use your own 
discretion when taking photos. ‘If you do not feel comfortable taking a photograph of 
anything, you do not need to do so’. Please take photographs of items that you consider 
meaningful to your transitional experience; it doesn't matter how 'insignificant' it appears to 
be at first sight. 
   245 
 
 
 
 
1. Please consider taking photographs that represent your experiences.  
2. ‘Please make sure you are taking photographs in public and private spaces or places 
where you are allowed to take photographs.’ 
3. If you need to take a photograph of other people, please ask for permission and their 
signature on the consent form before proceeding to take their photographs.  
4. Please do not take photographs of items categorised as ‘artistic works’, e.g., paintings, 
cartoons, sketches, photographs and moving images such as films. 
5. Consider taking ‘no faces’ photographs where people are not recognisable in the 
photograph by focusing on a body part, e.g., a set of hands or feet, or photos taken in 
such a way that the identity of the photo subject is concealed, e.g., a photo taken from 
the back or a photo taken at a great distance.  
 
Should you have any queries about taking photographs and/or once you finish taking photos, 
please contact me at J.ZHANG.3@RESEARCH.GLA.AC.UK . I will give you access to 
individual password-protected ‘Dropbox’ folders for this project. 
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Appendix 13: Chinese Postgraduate Taught Students’ Social 
Connections 
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Who (Phase 1) Participants Number of 
Participants 
Mentioned 
Who (Phase 2) Participants  Number of 
Participants 
Mentioned 
1.Classmates Lyn; Sophia; 
Niki; Yami; 
Alice; Angela; 
Erin; Coco; 
Neil; Sining; 
Sabrina; 
Stephanie 1; 
Coco Gui; 
Rika; Artimis; 
Eisley; 
Wenqiang; 
Tao; Wendy; 
Bruce; Zoe; 
Ashley; Ke; 
Stephanie 2; 
Kaya; Bella; 
Savanna; Yuqi; 
Vivian; June; 
Summer; 
Lydia 
32 1.Friends Sophia; Niki; 
Yami; Alice; 
Angela; Erin; 
Neil; Sining; 
Sabrina; Chao; 
Ken; Stephanie 
1; Coco Gui; 
Rika; Artimis; 
Eisley; Tao; 
Wendy; Bruce; 
Ashley; Ke; 
Stephanie 2; 
Bella; 
Savanna; Yuqi; 
Vivian; June; 
Summer; 
Lydia; Lyn 
30 
2.Friends Lyn; Sophia; 
Yami; Alice; 
Angela; Coco; 
Neil; Sining; 
Sabrina; Erin; 
Chao; Ken; 
Stephanie 1; 
Coco Gui; 
Rika; Eisley; 
Wenqiang; 
Tao; Wendy; 
Bruce; Zoe; 
Ashley; Ke; 
Bella; 
Savanna; Yuqi; 
Vivian; June; 
Summer; 
Lydia; 
Stephanie 2 
31 2.Family Sophia; Yami; 
Neil; Sining; 
Sabrina; Chao; 
Ken; Coco 
Gui; Rika; 
Artimis; 
Eisley; 
Wenqiang; 
Tao; Wendy; 
Bruce; Zoe; 
Ashley; Ke; 
Kaya; Bella; 
Savanna; Yuqi; 
June; Lydia 
24 
3.Family  Lyn; Sophia; 
Niki; Yami; 
Coco; Sining; 
25 3.Classmates  Lyn; Sophia; 
Niki; Yami; 
Alice; Angela; 
23 
   248 
 
 
Sabrina; Chao; 
Ken; Rika; 
Eisley; 
Wenqiang; 
Tao; Wendy; 
Bruce; Ashley; 
Ke; Stephanie 
2; Kaya; Bella; 
Savanna; Yuqi; 
June; Summer; 
Lydia 
Erin; Coco; 
Sining; 
Stephanie 1; 
Rika; Artimis; 
Wenqiang; 
Wendy; Zoe; 
Kaya; Bella; 
Savanna; Yuqi; 
Vivian; June; 
Summer; 
Lydia 
4.Roommates 
/flatmates 
/housemates 
Lyn; Sophia; 
Yami; Alice; 
Angela; Erin; 
Coco; Neil; 
Stephanie 1; 
Eisley; Wendy; 
Bruce; Zoe; 
Ashley; 
Stephanie 2; 
Kaya; Yuqi; 
Vivian; June; 
Lydia 
20 4.Roommates 
/flatmates 
/housemates 
Niki; Yami; 
Alice; Angela; 
Erin; Sining; 
Eisley; Wendy; 
Zoe; Kaya; 
Vivian; Lydia 
12 
5.Colleagues Niki; Chao; 
Wenqiang; 
Stephanie 2; 
Kaya; Yuqi; 
June 
7 5.Academics Lyn; Erin; 
Sining; Chao; 
Stephanie 1; 
Wenqiang; 
Bruce; 
Stephanie 2; 
Kaya; Savanna 
10 
6.Academics  Lyn; Sophia; 
Sining; Chao; 
Ken; 
Wenqiang 
6 6.Herself/hims
elf 
Sophia; 
Stephanie 1; 
Coco Gui; 
Rika; 
Wenqiang 
5 
7.Boyfriend 
/girlfriend 
Lydia 1 7. Boyfriend 
/girlfriend 
Coco; 
Stephanie 1; 
Lydia; Neil 
4 
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8. Colleagues Chao; Yuqi 2 
   
9. Ethnic 
Chinese (local 
Chinese 
people) 
Niki; Ken 2 
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Appendix 14: Nationality and Location of Social Connections  
 
 
Participants Who-Phase 1 
 
Network more 
in China or in 
the UK  
Chinese (C) 
or non-
Chinese 
(NC) 
Who-Phase 2 
 
Network 
more in 
China or in 
the UK  
Chinese (C) 
or   Non-
Chinese 
(NC) 
Lyn Family; 
Professor; 
Friends; 
Classmates; 
Roommates 
UK>China both Classmates; from 
activities; 
Lecturers 
UK>China 
(full UK) 
both 
Sophia Family; Good 
friends; The 
senior/elder; 
Friends; 
Classmates; 
Foreign friends  
UK=China both Me/herself; family; 
friends, 
classmates; foreign 
classmates 
UK>China both 
Niki Parents; 
Classmates in 
China; 
Classmates in 
the UK; 
Colleagues in 
China; 
Colleagues in 
the UK 
China>UK Mainly/only 
C 
Friends; 
Classmates; Ethic 
Chinese; 
Roommates 
UK>China 
(full UK) 
C 
Yami Family; 
Classmates and 
friends in 
China; 
Classmates in 
the UK; 
Roommates 
UK=China both Family; Chinese 
friends in the UK; 
Friends in China; 
Roommates; 
Classmates in the 
UK 
UK>China both 
Alice Classmates 
from the same 
major; 
Roommates; 
Friends from the 
same student 
accommodation; 
Previous 
classmates from 
UK>China Mainly/only 
C 
Closet friends; 
Classmates; 
Flatmates; From 
the same city 
(from China) 
UK>China 
(full UK) 
Mainly/only 
C 
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the same 
undergraduate 
study 
Angela Friends; 
Roommates; 
Traveling 
friends; 
Classmates; 
Gym friends 
UK>China 
(full UK) 
Mainly/only 
Chinese  
Friends; 
Classmates; 
Roommates 
UK>China 
(full UK) 
Mainly/only 
Chinese  
Erin Housemate; 
Classmate-
management; 
Church; 
Malaysian; 
Classmate-earth 
science 
UK>M(China) 
(not sure if 
Malaysian in 
the UK, if so, 
that’s full UK) 
both Housemate; 
Course mate; 
Volunteer/painting 
classmates/church 
mates; Malaysian 
group; Lecturers 
UK> 
M(China) 
(full UK) 
both 
Coco Family; Friends; 
Roommates; 
Classmates 
UK>China Both  Study group 
students; 
Boyfriend  
UK>China 
(full UK) 
Mainly/only 
C 
Neil Classmates 
from pre-
sessional 
course; 
Roommates; 
Friends in 
accommodation; 
People from 
activities 
UK>China 
(full UK) 
Both  Family and 
family’s friend; 
Chinese friends 
(from the same 
major); Non-
Chinese friends in 
the UK 
UK>China both 
Sining 
 
Family; Friends; 
Classmates; 
Lecturers 
UK>China both Family and friends 
in China; 
Lecturers, school 
manager; 
Classmates; 
Roommates 
UK>China both 
Sabrina Family; Friends; 
Classmates; 
From social 
activities 
UK>China Mainly/only 
C 
Parents and other 
relatives; Friends 
in China; Friends 
in the UK  
China>UK both 
Chao Family; Friends; 
Teachers (in 
China); 
Colleagues (in 
China>UK Mainly/only 
C 
Friends; Teachers; 
Family; 
Colleagues (in 
China) 
China>UK Mainly/only 
C 
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China); not-
close friends 
Ken Friends (in the 
UK); 
Classmates; 
Family; 
Lecturers 
UK>China both Local people; 
Ethic Chinese; 
family; Friends in 
China 
UK=China both 
Stephanie 1 Roommates; 
Classmates 
from the same 
major; Friends 
in the UK 
UK>China 
(full UK) 
Mainly/only 
C 
Friends; 
Me/herself; 
Boyfriend; 
Supervisor and 
classmates 
UK>China 
(full UK) 
both 
Coco Gui Classmates 
from UK 
undergrad’s; 
Friends from 
university of 
Strathclyde; UK 
Master 
classmates; 
Friends from 
GSA Glasgow 
School of Art; 
Chinese 
classmates, 
undergrad’s; 
Friends from 
high school 
UK>China C Parents; herself; 
friends; cat 
UK>China C (and cat) 
Rika Family; Friends 
(in China); 
Undergrad’s; 
Middle school 
(China); High 
school (China); 
Foreign friends 
China>UK both Me/herself; 
Family; Friends 
(UK); School 
fellows (UK) 
UK>China Mainly/only 
C 
Artimis Classmates 
from Hull; 
Classmates 
from the same 
major 
UK>China 
(full UK) 
C Family; Best 
friends in China 
(more than 10 
years); Classmates 
in the UK 
China>UK C 
Eisley  Family; Best 
friends (in 
China); 
UK=China Mainly/only 
C 
Family; Best 
friends (in China); 
UK=China Mainly/only 
C 
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Classmates 
(both in China 
and the UK); 
Other friends; 
Roommates 
Friends; 
Roommates 
Wenqiang Family; 
Colleagues; 
Classmates 
from middle 
school with best 
friends; Foreign 
friends; 
University best 
friends and 
tutors 
China=UK 
(+previous 
colleagues,  in 
Finland/China) 
both Me/himself; 
Family; Non-
students in the UK; 
Classmates and 
lecturers in China; 
UK classmates 
UK>China Mainly/only 
C 
Tao  Same/similar 
major; Family; 
Best girl friends 
in China; Old 
classmates; 
Friends in 
Glasgow; 
Friends in the 
UK 
UK>China C Chinese friends 
from UoG; Non-
Chinese friends 
from UoG; 
Family; Other 
Chinese friends in 
the UK 
UK>China both 
Wendy Parents; Friends 
in China (10 
years); Friends 
in China and the 
UK (2 months); 
Roommates; 
Classmates; 
Friends in the 
UK (activities) 
UK>China Mainly/only 
C  
Family; Old 
friends in China; 
Old friends 
coming to the UK; 
Group work 
friends; 
Roommates; 
Classmates; 
Friends from 
activities or 
travelling (non-
Chinese) 
UK>China both 
Bruce Family; 
Classmates 
from different 
majors; 
Roommates; 
Travelling 
friends 
UK>China C Family; Friends; 
supervisor 
UK>China both 
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Zoe Undergrad’s 
classmates (in 
the UK); 
Roommates; 
Friends in 
China; People 
from other 
majors; 
Undergrad’s 
classmates; 
Classmates 
from the same 
major (PGT) 
UK>China both Family; Glasgow 
flatmates; People I 
know from café; 
Glasgow 
classmates; 
Classmates from 
China 
UK>China Mainly/only 
C 
Ashley Friends and 
family in China; 
roommates; 
Classmates 
from the same 
major; New 
people in the 
UK 
UK>China both UK friends; Old 
friends; Family 
China>UK  both 
Ke Family; Friends 
from primary 
school; Friends 
from middle 
school; Friends 
from high 
school; Friends 
from 
undergrad’s; 
PGT classmates 
(close ones); 
PGT classmates 
(not-so-close 
ones) 
China>UK Mainly/only 
C 
Family; Friends in 
China; Friends in 
the UK 
China>UK Mainly/only 
C 
Stephanie 2 Family; 
Colleagues; 
Classmates 
from high 
school and 
middle school; 
Classmates 
from 
UK>China both Family; Chinese 
friends; Working 
people; Foreign 
friends 
UK=China both 
   255 
 
 
undergrad’s; 
UoG 
roommates; 
Other landlords; 
New friends in 
the UK; 
Classmates 
from the same 
major; 
Language 
partner 
Kaya 
 
 
Family; UK 
roommates; 
Classmates in 
the same major; 
High school 
classmates; 
Undergrad’s 
classmates; 
Colleague 
friends 
China>UK both Family; 
Classmates; 
lecturers; 
Roommates; 
Classmates in 
China 
UK>China both 
Bella Family; Good 
friends (mostly 
in China); 
Classmates; 
Other friends 
China>UK Mainly/only 
C 
Family (parents 
and brother); 
Chinese classmates 
(in the UK); 
Chinese classmates 
(in China); 
Chinese friends in 
China 
China>UK Mainly/only 
C 
Savanna Family; Best 
friends; Friends 
in the UK; 
Friends in 
China; Idol; 
Previous 
classmates 
China>UK Mainly/only 
C 
Family; Friends; 
Lecturers; 
classmates 
UK>China both 
Yuqi Family; from 
undergrad’s; 
From pre-
sessional 
course; From 
part-time jobs; 
Flatmates in 
UK>China 
 
Mainly/only 
C 
Family; Part-time 
job friends; 
Classmates from 
the same major; 
Friends from pre-
sessional course; 
Friends’ friends 
UK>China Mainly/only 
C 
   256 
 
 
China; Friends’ 
friends; 
Flatmates in the 
UK; Classmates 
from the same 
major 
Vivian TESOL 
classmates; 
Flatmates; Pre-
sessional 
classmates and 
friends; WeChat 
friends 
UK>China Mainly/only 
C 
Best friends; 
Foreign friends; 
Chinese friends; 
Roommates apart 
from best friends; 
Classmates 
UK>China both 
June Family; 
Classmates; 
Common 
friends; Ex-
colleagues; 
Close friends; 
Old friends; 
Flatmates; 
Singapore 
friends in the 
UK; Facebook 
friends 
China (S)>UK both Friends from 
programme; 
Family; 
Classmates; 
Friends in 
Singapore; 
Singaporean 
students 
UK>China both 
Summer Family; 
Classmates; 
Friends in the 
UK; Church 
friends; Friends 
in China 
UK>China both Classmates; 
Friends; Friends 
that contact often 
UK>China Mainly/only 
C 
Lydia Family; 
Boyfriends (in 
China); 
Roommates (in 
the UK); Good 
friends (in 
China and the 
UK); 
Classmates (in 
China and the 
UK) 
China>UK both Family and 
boyfriend; Good 
friends; 
Classmates and 
roommates; others 
UK>China Mainly/only 
C 
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Appendix 15: The Perceived Importance of Social Connections 
 
Participants 
Ranking importance-
Phase 1  
Ranking importance-
Phase 2 
Lyn 1.family -- 
2.professor 
3.friends 
4.classmates 
5.roommates 
Sophia -- 1.her/me 
1.family 
2. friends, classmates 
3. foreign classmates 
Niki -- 1.friends 
2.classmates 
3.ethnic Chinese 
4.roommates 
Yami 1.family 1.family 
2.classmates and friends 
in China 
2.Chinese friends in the 
UK 
3. classmates in the UK 3.friends in China 
4.roommates 4.roommates 
5.classmates in the UK 
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Alice -- 1.closet friends (in the 
UK) 
2.classmates 
3.flatmates 
4.come from same city 
5.travel partners 
Angela 1.friends -- 
2.roommates 
3.traveling friends 
4.classmates 
5.gym friends 
Erin -- -- 
Coco 1.family -- 
2.friends 
3.roommates 
4.classmates 
Neil -- 1.family and family’s 
friend 
2.Chinese friends 
(similar ages) 
3. non-Chinese friends 
in the UK family 
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Sining 1.family 1.family and friends in 
China 
2.friends 2.lecturers, school 
manager 
3.classmates 3.classmates 
4.lecturers 4.roommates 
Sabrina 1.family -- 
2.friends 
3.classmates 
4.from social activities 
Chao 1.family -- 
2.friends 
3.teachers (in China) 
4.colleagues (in China) 
5.not-close friends 
Ken 1.friends (in the UK) 1.local people 
2.classmates 2.ethic Chinese 
3.family 3.family 
4.lecturers 4.friends in China 
Stephanie 1 -- -- 
Coco Gui -- 1.parents 
2.herself 
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3.friends 
4.cat 
Rika 1.family -- 
2.friends (in China) 
3.undergrad’s 
4.middle school (China) 
5. high school (China) 
6. foreign friends 
Artimis -- 1.family 
2.best friends in China 
3. classmates in the UK 
Eisley 1.family 1.family 
2.best friends (China) 2.best friends (China) 
3. classmates (both China 
and UK) 
3.friends 
4.other friends 4.roommates 
5.roommates 
Wenqiang -- 1.academic group 
2.teachers 
2.friends 
3.roommates 
4.others 
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Tao 1.same/similar major -- 
2.family 
3.best girl friends in 
China 
3.old classmates 
4.friends in Glasgow 
5.friends in the UK 
Wendy 1.parents 1.family 
2.friends in China (10 
years) 
2.old friends in China 
2.friends in China and UK 
(2 months) 
2. old friends coming to 
the UK 
3.roommates 2. group work friends 
3.classmates 2. roommates 
4. friends in the UK 
(activities) 
3. classmates 
4.friends from activities 
or travelling (non-
Chinese) 
Bruce -- -- 
Zoe 
 
-- -- 
Ashley -- -- 
Ke 1.family -- 
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2.friends from middle 
school 
3.friends from primary 
school 
4.friends from 
undergrad’s 
5.friends from high 
school 
6. PGT classmates (good 
ones) 
7. PGT classmates (not-
so-good ones) 
Stephanie 2 -- -- 
Kaya 1.family 1.family 
2.UK roommates 2.classmates; lecturers 
3.classmates in the same 
major 
3.roommates 
4.high school classmates 4.classmates in China 
5.undergrad’s classmates 
 
5. work friends 
 
Bella 1.family 1.family, parents and 
brother 
2.good friends (mostly in 
China) 
2.Chinese classmates in 
the UK 
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3.classmates 3. Chinese classmates 
in China 
4.other friends 
 
Savanna 1.family 1.family  
2.best friends 2.friends  
2.friends in the UK 2.lecturers  
3.friends in China 3.classmates 
4.Idol 
 
5. previous classmates 
 
Yuqi 1.family 1.family 
2.from undergrad’s 2.part-time friends 
2.from language course  3.classmates from the 
same major 
3.from part-time jobs 4.friends from language 
course 
3.flatmates in China 4.friends’ friends 
3.friend’s friend 
 
4.flatmates in the UK 
 
5.classmates from the 
same major 
 
Vivian 1.TESOL classmates 1.best friends 
1.flatmates 2.foreign friends 
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2.pre-sessional classes 
and friends 
2.roommates apart from 
best friends  
3.WeChat friends 2.Chinese friends 
3.classmates 
June -- 1.friends from 
programme 
2.family 
3.classmates 
4.friends in Singapore 
5.Singaporean students 
Summer 1.family -- 
2.friends (China) 
2.church friends 
3.friends (UK) 
4.classmates 
Lydia 1.family -- 
1.good friends (China and 
UK) 
1.boyfriend (China) 
2.classmates (China and 
UK) 
2. flatmates  
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